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Overview  
 

The Oxfam Australia (OAU) Country Office in South Africa, located in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, has 

promoted and supported an integrated programming approach called ‘No Longer Vulnerable’ (NLV). 

This has been pioneered as a new and effective way to enable positive change for the people with 

whom the organisation works. The approach has deliberately prioritised people’s access to a broad 

range of services and support that they need at the shortest possible distance to where they live and 

work. Civil society organisations supported by OAU have delivered programs that improve health 

outcomes relating to HIV and AIDS, tuberculosis (TB) and water-related infections and diseases; 

increase and sustain food security and livelihoods options available to households; and increase and 

uphold access to social protection and socio-economic rights. 

 

In the first half of 2014 a mid-term review of NLV found that: “The approach has also created 

opportunities at grassroots level for ‘integration’ to be tested in different ways, mostly emerging from 

an iterative approach as projects unfold. An emerging opportunity is for conscious reflection amongst 

OAU staff to interrogate and reflect on these experiences more critically to derive a set of principles 

that might inform future work”. 

 

In responding to the review findings, management acknowledged the value in OAU sharing lessons 

and raising awareness of the learning emerging from the No Longer Vulnerable strategic plan. This 

would focus on OAU staff thinking and learning internally. Through reflection on praxis – drawing on 

program work/implementation experience, engagement with partners and the communities that they 

work with, and critical discussions and reflections with other Oxfam team members – the OAU team 

agreed to develop deeper understanding of the conceptual underpinnings of the program framework 

and to document emergent concepts and theories.  

 

Five learning papers were subsequently developed by OAU staff with the broad themes of: 

 The ‘Integral framework’ as a theory of change by Allan Moolman; 

 Integration as a way of working by Pumla Mabizela and Inger Harber; 

 Responsive HIV and AIDS programming by Francesca Alice; 

 Gender and vulnerability by Glenise Levendal; and 

 Trust building and constructive contestation by Nicholas Molver and Wendell Westley. 

 

These papers were intended to be broadly academic in nature in terms of drawing on theory, 

providing a clear argument and drawing on evidence to make a case around each issue. In turn, 

these would be edited to produce a set of plain language documents and media to support the 

dissemination of the learning. As many of the writers did not have an academic background, it was 

agreed that external support would be contracted in to support the development of the initial papers. 

Scott Drimie, who facilitated the formative evaluation, the mid-term review and subsequently the 

summative evaluation of NLV, undertook this task. A process was developed that hinged on a writing 

retreat to enable the distinct papers to emerge, followed by sustained support to the authors to 

produce the written pieces.  

 

It should be recognised that the motivation to write these papers emerged from recognition of the 

value of NLV, as articulated by partner organisations and communities alike, and the desire to capture 

important learning that could influence other development programming. The papers combine critical 

reflection from both a personal and professional basis. As such, they are highly divergent in nature, 

creating a rich record of what is arguably one of the most significant development programs facilitated 

by an NGO in South Africa.   

 

Scott Drimie (Consultant) 
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Foreword 
 

Much of the work delivered by the Oxfam Australia (OAU) country program in South Africa developed 

because of a natural tendency within the team to innovate. Over the years, this resulted in significant 

changes in the way programs were designed, implemented and managed. Much innovation happened 

because of a ‘felt’ need to change and improve processes; to understand the operating environment 

better; and, in a lot of instances, just stumbling across a new idea or way of working and adapting it to 

suit the local context. The OAU program team in South Africa has always operated slightly ahead of 

the curve, because it questioned, it asked ‘why?’ rather than just accepting the outcomes of the work 

at face value. 

 

It has taken many years to get to a point where the team does not only have the time, but also the 

confidence to document their musings and reflections on a vast body of development practice that 

has gone unseen, unheralded and uncelebrated, simply because the team believed in acting and 

learning, rather than the more ‘modern’ approach to development: a conservative evidence-based 

approach, which stifles innovation by completely de-legitimising the development practitioner’s critical 

advantage of local knowledge, experience and intuition. 

 

Even in approaching this series of papers, many of the team were, and still are, very conscious that 

much of the thinking and reflections set out in this volume will not stand up to academic interrogation. 

While that may be true, it in no way is an acknowledgement that these papers are not rigorous, that 

they do not put forward organic theory that is relevant, or that the people who wrote them should be 

afraid to put their ideas out there for scrutiny because they are not academics. Yes, some of these 

ideas may be out there already. Yes, this is not ‘original thought’. Yes, there are others that have 

gone before and others that will come after. All of these things are acknowledged. 

 

But the remarkable thing, if this is the case, is that these ideas are not theoretical derivations of others’ 

work – the ideas in these papers are a distillation of an experience, a sound praxis – these papers 

represent the thinking, feeling and learning of a group of people who invested years of their lives to 

making a positive change in South Africa. Supported by a range of systems and processes, through 

iterations of organisations and positive leadership that has always focused on the growth and security 

of its people, the OAU team in South Africa has produced a remarkable piece of reflection and 

learning. 

 

We hope you find it useful. If not, well, we enjoyed writing it up anyway. 

 

Allan Moolman 
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Introduction 

 

The Oxfam Australia (OAU) program in South Africa has, since its inception, been concerned with 

creating a supportive development environment where people have greater control over their lives. 

Control however, is not a neutral concept. It does not come about as a result of inputs (resources, 

education, goods and services) and/or through the establishment of supportive legal frameworks 

alone. Control is premised on individuals and collectives acting from a point of critical consciousness
1
. 

People are complex though, and their choices, actions and relationships often result in consequences 

that cannot be predicted. As a result of the interconnectedness of peoples’ lives and the complex 

environment in which these play out, development practice can be more likened to an art than a 

science. Accepting this, it has become clear to the OAU team that sound development praxis relies on 

an understanding and acceptance of complexity and change. 

 

The OAU program approach in South Africa has evolved over time, influenced by the awareness that 

traditional program design, planning and management approaches were inadequate for the rapidly 

changing and complex socio-political and economic environment in which programs were delivered. 

Interactions with program partners indicated that their plans and strategies were often affected by 

unforeseen events: changes in the political or social environment; crises/disasters at individual and/or 

community levels; loss of key staff members; shifting donor trends and funding; and most importantly, 

by the variable and dynamic nature of the vulnerabilities being experienced by the groups of people 

(communities) they worked with. In addition, because of the complexity of the systems partners are 

working in, and the number of actors and influences in any particular community in South Africa, 

cause and effect – their actions and consequences – were not easy to discern.   

 

The 2012-2015 phase of the OAU ‘No Longer Vulnerable’ program framework, gives explicit 

recognition to non-linear causality, and working with complexity and vulnerability. Using an adapted 

action-learning approach, the team explored whether it was possible to manage more adaptively
2
 and 

if so, what tools and processes could support the chosen approach. 

 

Towards the end of this phase, and the program closure, it has become evident that the process of 

program management – from conceptualisation to implementation and evaluation – has to be 

approached in an integrated manner. Recognising that human activity takes place in a complex, 

rapidly changing environment where causality is difficult to define and unintended consequences are 

common, the team in South Africa adopted an adaptive, highly reflective program management 

approach.  

This paper examines this approach, and briefly critiques Rao and Kelleher’s (2005) integral 

framework adaptation, and Wilber’s (1996) integral theory as the underpinning analytical tools for 

OAU’s particular program approach and praxis. 

 

 

Designing for complexity 

 

The three-year program phase (2012–2015) provided an opportunity to develop and test a 

management framework more suited to the complex and rapidly changing program environment 

                                                        
1
 Critical consciousness is the ability to perceive social, political, and economic oppression and to take action against the 

oppressive elements of society. The concept of critical consciousness (conscientizacao) was developed by Paulo Freire in 

his books: Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1996) and Education for Critical Consciousness (1974). 
2
 ‘Adaptive management’ involves making decisions about how to use resources based on data that is often incomplete or 

uncertain. It focuses on learning from previously performed activities and applying the learning to new projects, using 

active and passive adaptive management strategies to make effective decisions (Duggan, T., undated). 
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described by the contextual analysis and program learning. Informed by a formative evaluation 

(Drimie, 2012), the ‘No Longer Vulnerable’ program framework was deliberately designed to: test the 

hypothesis that adaptive management approaches might be appropriate for the context; develop and 

test monitoring approaches and management tools appropriate for use in the described complex 

program environment; and to develop formative theory around critical thematic and management 

concepts that sit at the heart of the program. In essence, the strategy and its ‘unfolding’ – its iterative 

development and testing – were designed and integrated into the implementation. 

 

Assumptions 

It was accepted firstly, that intended program outcomes are difficult to achieve if insufficient 

recognition is given to changes in the operating environment i.e. if fundamental assumptions are 

proven wrong in the course of program delivery. Neither the strategy nor its base assumptions would 

be sacrosanct.  

 

Emerging from the above statement is then an imperative to review the program on a regular basis 

and manage delivery actively in response to changes in the environment. Any assumption made 

during the course of the program could change if evidence about a shift in the delivery context 

warranted it. Further, it was accepted that the information or knowledge used to inform the design was 

not perfect – that there could be omissions or misinterpretations that might become evident during 

delivery, and that these would need to be responded to. 

 

It was accepted that programs, despite the best intentions of managers and designers, have variable 

outcomes: positive, foreseen and unforeseen, but also unintended and damaging outcomes shaped 

by the highly localised context in which they are delivered, and the choices and relationships of 

program participants. A failure of previous programming cycles was the need to understand, but more 

importantly, to document, unforeseen outcomes to provide a rationale for why these occurred, and 

what consequent program decisions resulted. 

 

To address the imperative for regular review, a deliberate learning practice was built into day-to-day 

management and decision-making processes. The analytical and learning components of program 

management were designed to ensure that feedback loops were deliberately short. Monitoring 

processes provided management information to support rapid decision-making; ‘intuition’ and ‘feel’ 

were accepted as relevant inputs; and more important than the decisions themselves, the process 

and reasons for decisions taken were recorded.  

 

As much as people affected by a program intervention are acted on, they are also actors in the 

program and affect program delivery. It is therefore important to understand the actions and 

motivations of program actors from a ‘human perspective’ – with strong analysis of individual and 

institutional power, a keen awareness of the political drivers of decision-making, and constant 

monitoring of the relational aspects of program implementation and how these impact decision-

making: with the OAU team, partner organisations and community members. Program interventions 

themselves are not neutral, having political, pedagogical and ideological bases that impact on why 

particular programs are undertaken, who organisations work with, and how programs are delivered. 

These had to be recognised and worked with actively. 

 

Limitations of the program approach  

The chosen approach was, and to a large extent still is, not well supported by traditional analytical or 

program management frameworks, which are limited by linear and often reductionist perspectives. In 

the interest of ‘logic’, much of the nuancing and freedom to be responsive to shifting contexts is lost. 

Program designers often fail to recognise or design for complexity, falling into the trap of ‘simple 

solutions for complex problems’. The plan and stated outcomes become the central feature of the 

implementation process, with strategy and impact the sacrifices in the interests of ‘delivery’. This is 
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not unexpected given the tendency towards achieving rapid, predetermined results, upon which the 

flows of resources are premised.  

 

The OAU team was not familiar with some of the chosen tools and approaches, and throughout the 

process had to ‘learn by doing’. Much of the prior practice was as a deliverer of the program, with little 

awareness of the critical and influential role their own practice had on outcomes. Building critical self-

awareness within the team was a significant challenge that needed to be overcome. 

 

A central critique that emerged during program delivery was that in many instances, static measures 

were being used to define program progress. These were insufficient given the dynamism of the 

contexts and the shifting social, economic and political environments in which people lived and 

worked. Developing more appropriate measures, that could better be used to describe and analyse 

this dynamic environment, was the next challenge to overcome. 

 

The chosen approach was highly experimental, and tackled with ambition and excitement, but also 

with recognition that the team would not be able to do everything they planned. Limitations on the 

plan included insufficient time and human resources to complete all activities, budgetary constraints 

and the realisation that some activities were irrelevant as the process evolved. Having to deal with 

disappointment and low morale when things didn’t go as planned became an important part of the 

learning, which emphasised much of the theoretical frame put forward: that the process of 

development was iterative, changeable and needed active management of activities, and human and 

financial resources. 

 

 

A complicated framework for a complex program? 

 

Reflection on the limitations of programming in South Africa, especially the gender components of the 

program, provided a starting point for a framework that would support adaptive program management 

approaches. In building understandings of the shaping forces that define/limit women’s social 

progress, Rao and Kelleher’s (2005) adaptation of Wilbur’s (1996) integral theory showed great 

potential as both an analytical and program design tool.  

 

Figure 1: Original Rao and Kelleher adaptation: What are we trying to change? 
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(Rao and Kelleher, 2005: 60) 

 

The Rao and Kelleher (2005) framework was first articulated as having the potential to be a universal 

framework in the OAU (2012) publication, ‘Influencing Change’, which looked at the modes of 

influencing used by community-based organisations in the Oxfam HIV and AIDS Program (OHAP). 

Tested through a series of engagements with staff to assess its viability as a more universalised 

program design and monitoring tool, the framework seemed to provide a more ‘whole of system’ view 

of the program that our analysis indicated we needed. 

 

Essentially the framework helps view the whole system in which people are embedded. 

(Drimie, 2014) 

 

A second and no less important idea that emerged during discussions about the Rao and Kelleher 

(2005) framework was its potential to interrogate causality and, possibly, strategy. By analysing action 

and consequences across the quadrants, and describing potential outcomes in relation to feedback
3
 

from those outcomes, a more ‘realistic’ model of change seemed to emerge.  

 

Integrated outcomes in HIV and AIDS programming 

In 2012, partners reported an increase in the number of men attending HIV Counselling and 

Testing (HCT) sessions. Several scenarios were explored: that success was due to improved 

institutional delivery of treatment; that stigma, a social inhibitor, had been decreased and 

consequently men were more receptive to seeking help; that in some instances it was the 

success of behaviour change programs that stimulated individual action, or that the laws and 

policies of the country made it easier to access treatment. Through discussion with partners, it 

became evident that all of these were contributing factors, but that the most significant 

increases were happening in communities where the organisations delivering HIV and AIDS 

programs were highly trusted and operational for a significant amount of time. Despite many 

of these organisations not working directly on treatment programs, the causal factor seemed 

to be their credibility rather than any technical or policy fix (Drimie, 2012). 

 

A formative evaluation conducted at the beginning of the program cycle by an external consultant 

(Drimie, 2012) made several recommendations as to how the framework could be used. While it 

confirmed that there were definite synergies between the program management approach and the 

chosen framework/theory of change, the question of praxis still remained. How would/could the 

framework be used to support program design/development, monitoring, management and learning?  

 

…the new framework clearly articulates the change processes that will unfold: strengthened 

civil society organisations will lead to empowered communities, which will ultimately help 

transform society… Implicit in this change process is a rights-based argument that the duty to 

deliver essential services – and the enabling environment for people to reach their full 

potential – rests with the state and that citizens should have a voice and active role to play in 

the design, implementation, governance and monitoring of these initiatives. However, as seen 

from the complex context in which the new framework will operate, this will depend on change 

occurring in multiple spheres. The framework explicitly identifies where these changes must 

occur, ranging from cultural and institutional systems to changes at an individual level in 

terms of people’s attitudes and beliefs, or their access to and control over resources. (Drimie, 

2012) 

 

                                                        
3
 Feedback occurs when outputs of a system are routed back as inputs as part of a chain of cause-and-effect that forms a 

circuit or loop. Feeding can have an amplifying effect or a dampening effect on the process it informs. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Signal_chain_(signal_processing_chain)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Causality
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The OAU program has, at its core, a vision to make ‘people living and working in South Africa less 

vulnerable’. Vulnerability is a complex term though, being highly contextual and dynamic. Individual 

and group vulnerabilities emerge from a range of factors that cluster very usefully within the integral 

framework’s quadrants. These include: individual attitudes, experience and coping mechanisms; 

social norms and values, power relations and practices; access to services and support through 

formal and informal institutions; and the overarching legal and rights frameworks within which they live. 

All of these interact and, as demonstrated in the HIV and AIDS example, outcomes in any one of the 

spheres/quadrants impact on the relationship (and potential vulnerabilities that may emerge) between 

each.  

 

Figure 2: Oxfam adaptation of the integral framework (2012) 

 

 
 

 

The framework seemed to provide a more ‘natural’ way of approaching complex, ‘real world’ program 

challenges. As articulated in the mid-term review of ‘No Longer Vulnerable’, “… staff and partners 

intuitively recognise the integral framework” (Drimie, 2014). A resonance, which in turn was expected 

to deliver against the ambitions of the design: 

 

The strength of this approach is that it challenges assumptions that change in one area, such 

as reforming policy at national or provincial level, necessarily results in improvements in the 

ability of individuals to access their rights as defined by that policy – such as infrastructure, 

services and knowledge. Rather than presenting a theory of change in the form of a linear 

logic model, this framework accommodates complexity and recognises that strategies to 

achieve change in one sphere will have effects in others and can, therefore, be supported by 

complementary changes in others. (Drimie, 2014) 

 

Reduced inequalities: through 
the provision of facilities and  
services that meet the needs of  
women and vulnerable groups;  
equitable access to essential services by 
men, women, children and vulnerable 
groups; improved participation of women 
and vulnerable groups within the design, 
management and implementation of the 
program; and improved participation of 
women and vulnerable groups to defend 
their rights at community and government 
level. 

                          Governance and                                                                                                                             
                        effectiveness:  through    
                     facilitating the active       
          involvement of the community in 
their own development; supporting 
partner assessment and monitoring of 
the provision of services by 
government; and supporting 
community advocacy and engagement 
with government to hold duty bearers 
to account. 

Beliefs, awareness, knowledge and 
capacity: through increasing knowledge and 
awareness; increasing awareness of rights; 
increasing awareness and acceptance of the 
role of women and other vulnerable groups 
within the program; increasing the ability of 
communities to hold duty bearers to 
account; and increasing capacity to  
implement and manage. 

Access to services: through the provision, 
operation and maintenance of 
appropriate, sustainable facilities, either 
through the provision of services by 
community-based organisations or the          
government. 
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The mid-term review pointed to several challenges that had to be overcome in the use of the 

framework – not least overcoming the fear of uncharted theoretical ground. 

 

... trepidation was expressed by many of the OAU staff interviewed about this theory of 

change reveal[ing] concerns about the novelty of the integral framework…and how it might be 

applied practically. (Drimie, 2014) 

 

Given these issues, it was important that flexible, customisable systems and practices were 

developed to suit the program management approach. Throughout the process, the team would 

reflect deeply on program progress and make sure that emergent learning was documented. Some 

simplicity needed to be retained however, and the choice of a familiar tool – the integral framework – 

was an important part of this. 

 

 

Integral solution? 

 

Wilbur’s (1996) integral theory has been adapted to many contexts and provides a useful systems 

analysis for social processes. Rao and Kelleher’s (2005) adaptation for gender is widely known in 

development circles and finds general acceptance with many practitioners. For the purposes of this 

paper, it is useful to reflect on some of the limitations of the framework, as well as its utilisation to 

identify possibilities for ‘expanded use’ in the design and management of development programs. It 

must be noted that this is subjective and not intended to provide a substantive critique of the 

framework, it merely articulates the challenges that were anticipated in its use in the OAU program. 

 

Limitations of the integral framework 

Many practitioners approach integral theory and frameworks from a gender perspective because of 

the accessibility of the Rao and Kelleher (2005) approach. Unfortunately this can mean the integral 

framework is limited in its application, as development workers see it as a gender framework: a 

truncated view of its theoretical origins in which Wilbur (1996) tried to develop a ‘theory of everything’. 

 

In the utilisation of the framework, much like the tendency to see it as gendered, practitioners tend to 

use or see the quadrants as separate and don’t take into account the potential to describe non-linear 

connections, consequences and feedback loops. They tend to think about and locate their work in 

bounded regions described by the quadrants, without considering what overall picture becomes 

visible through the analysis.  

 

When relationships between the quadrants are identified in practice, often they do not adequately 

recognise feedback. Conceptually, reinforcement and dampening effects are ignored, except in the 

direct line of action and consequence; linear relationships across quadrants are assumed, but no 

consequence is imagined or described radially.  

 

Finally, mapping against the framework often fails to recognise scale or the relative importance of the 

problem/impact.  

 

Program praxis 

A deliberate decision was taken not to work explicitly with the framework during the program cycle 

due to staff anxiety about using a theoretical model. Rather than focus on the model, staff were 

encouraged to explore connections and put forward reasoning to ‘retro-fit’ their analytical/decision-

making to the framework. It was hoped this would reveal how intuitive the analytical processes were 

to support the use of the framework. By emphasising the analytical fit and unconscious ease with 

which it was being done, it was assumed it would be easier to reinforce the adaptive management 

practices already used by the team.  



 12 

 

While the approach was validated in partner’s acceptance of the ‘instinctive nature’ of the framework 

during the mid-term review, a call was also made to work more explicitly with it: 

 

… it is mostly not an explicit part of programming. Many partners believe a more conscious 

use of the framework would strengthen strategy. (Drimie, 2014)  

 

The quadrants provide a useful framework for conducting a contextual analysis as they cover the 

spectrum of social, political, institutional, legislative and economic spheres, but more than that, by 

using the framework in design, planning and monitoring sessions, relationships and, more importantly, 

inter-relationships between issues, outcomes and events become more apparent. Using the 

framework allows for a more nuanced understanding of causality. 

 

Program (re)design 

What follows is an attempt to document potential applications of the integral framework by drawing on 

specific learning from the Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) program
4
, and general practices of program 

and partner management. These are based on internal reflections and will need to be validated. The 

final evaluation of the program, to be conducted at the end of 2015, will include more detailed analysis 

of the praxis of the team during the program cycle. In addition to the programmatic question of impact, 

questions will need to be asked as to the value and contribution of the approach to the overall 

program impact. 

 

Important insights were generated during the implementation of the DRR program by taking a more 

systems view of the challenges. While the design of the program was traditional in its orientation
5
 – 

seeking to build a network of community-based DRR practitioners in the province of Kwazulu-Natal – 

it became evident during the pilots that the space was more complex than evident in the original 

design, and the implementation framework needed adapting. 

 

In assessing, for instance the starting point for the interventions in the urban inner city and informal 

settlements, it became evident that the social and behavioural norms required to deliver the program 

were absent. People living in high-risk settings did not see themselves as part of a community. Rather, 

they self-identified as transient, despite living in these spaces for several years. In addition, because 

of a history of persecution, they did not trust formal authority. Entry into these spaces was limited by 

low levels of trust towards ‘outsiders’ and low levels of social cohesion. 

 

For informal settlements, notions of ‘legality’, in the instance of electricity and water connections, are 

often set aside in the face of a real need for health, safety, security and comfort. Despite informal 

electricity connections presenting a danger to community, particularly children, these were considered 

essential to residents’ survival. Access to water, also critical to people’s survival, meant that an 

informal trade in water was sanctioned and accepted. 

 

Over and above this, institutional and legislative frameworks to support interventions in these ‘high 

risk’ communities either did not exist or, if applied, would cause additional burdens on the groups they 

set out to help. Attempts to work with landlords were hampered by punitive by-laws; a fear of eviction, 

high costs of compliance and removal of electricity connections resulting in increased hardship and 

potential conflict in informal settlements. 

 

Most significant though, was the varied and complex interpretations of risk and hazards articulated by 

                                                        
4
 Ryan, G. (2014) Redeveloping Disaster Risk Reduction. Case Study 17. Oxfam in South Africa. 

5
 The program’s delivery was informed by principles and ways of working that had been tested and refined in humanitarian 

and emergency response settings. 
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individuals, and how these would impact on the chosen program implementation strategies. People 

simply saw the problems differently and when asked, pointed to the absence of any consideration of 

the social drivers of risk in the analysis presented. As an example, many people, especially women, 

saw their heightened vulnerability to violence as a risk worthy of attention in the DRR framework – 

something that is traditionally limited to applications in emergency and humanitarian settings.  

 

Using the integral framework as an analytical tool resulted in changes to the program design and 

approach. OAU and its partners worked with established groups of community educators who already 

had the trust of affected communities; carefully realigning language (moving from the use of the term 

‘illegal electricity connections’ to ‘unsafe connections’), which led to a significant reduction of risk in 

informal settlements; advocating within OAU and externally for the ‘threat of public violence’ to be 

recognised as a risk to address gender needs; using community and social networks to drive 

messaging for the implementation of risk reduction actions (e.g. use of local SMS-based 

communication trees for weather warnings); and engaging duty-bearers directly on behalf of ‘at risk 

groups’ in technical conversations, using these as an opportunity for advocacy as well as supporting 

established, formal representative partner organisations to deliver education messaging and advocate 

on behalf of their constituencies. 

 

Through a multi-faceted examination of the context, looking at the individual, group, institutional and 

legislative spaces, and the relationships between and consequences of the various strategic choices, 

a more nuanced view of the program’s needs was developed. Guided by the integral framework and 

within the understanding of complex feedback, a series of program choices were made that de-

emphasised technical approaches, and placed higher value on the social and relational aspects of 

programming during the pilot phase.  

 

Program monitoring and management 

The program team regularly mapped country program monitoring information against the integral 

framework to help build a more nuanced picture of overall program progress, unexpected outcomes 

and potentially causal relationships. The basis for this analysis was the assumption that any change 

in one sphere/quadrant should resonate in others. Mapping the relationships and the causality 

between outcome and consequence led to a deeper understanding of the change process and what 

hindered and supported it. 

 

For example, a decision was made in the last phase of the program to expand the partner group after 

a significant gap in the overall program logic – developing women’s economic leadership – became 

evident. By mapping the outcomes of a Transformative Women’s Leadership learning series and 

livelihoods projects in the craft and agriculture sectors, alongside an analysis of the strategic direction 

of a DFAT-funded water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) program, a decision was taken to bring 

Sinamandla into the program. This partner works with women’s micro-savings groups and had worked 

with a number of OAU partners bilaterally, before being included in the partnership more strategically. 

 

The analysis of program monitoring data revealed an income ceiling many of the crafters in the 

program could not break through. This was driven by a lack of access to markets and a lack of 

investment capital; a poor set of public institutions supporting scale-up or leveraging for micro 

enterprises; and a sense that while social power was being addressed, it had a finite impact unless it 

was accompanied by economic ‘empowerment’. Additionally, there was a need to aggregate buying 

power for the purchase of equipment/hardware and a sense that potential for significant solidarity-

building existed if groups could be supported to collectivise across larger geographies. 

 

The analysis suggested that a relatively simple intervention, incorporation of Sinamandla into the 

partnership, would help leverage a number of program gains and create multiple shifts across the 

quadrants/spheres. For example, their work with agricultural cooperatives and crafters to stimulate 
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savings was intended to increase groups’ economic leverage to allow for discounting and influencing 

financial institutions’ service packages. Increases in individual income would, in turn, have significant 

impacts on self-esteem and power relations at the interpersonal level, stimulating social cohesion and, 

through women-led savings groups in particular, significantly impact on social norms. The cost of 

program delivery (hardware input cost) would be reduced significantly through bulk discounting and 

the potential to stimulate development at a geographically significant scale would become possible, 

as savings and solidarity groups were connected through the program approach. 

 

Careful plotting of a range of outcomes and challenges identified through multiple partner 

relationships, and the use of the ‘universalised framework’ as an analytical tool, enabled the program 

team to see the potential for more focused outcomes. Through interrogation of possible intervention 

outcomes and their reinforcing or damping consequences across the system, a more efficient 

program management choice was made. 

 

Program learning 

The OAU program has its roots in the HIV and AIDS response in South Africa. While the epidemic 

and the response have evolved over time, much of the learning has not been translated cross-

sectorally. In light of a very successful rollout of the South African anti-retroviral treatment program, 

less attention is paid to the response, both in terms of funding to support HIV and AIDS-related 

development work, as well as analysis of the epidemic and the threats it presents to development 

gains.  

 

The initial analysis of the future program to support the HIV and AIDS response in South Africa, made 

it clear that the policy, and to some extent individual consciousness, is less problematic than a few 

years ago, and that it is largely the institutional set-up, particularly the Department of Health’s human 

resource planning and supply chain management, and some social norms relating to sexual practices 

and chronic disease management, that still have to be addressed. On closer examination, and using 

the integral framework, a few critical issues emerged.   

 

While successful programming resulted in a reduction in infant mortality and transmission and an 

increase in life expectancy, the question of the long-term impact of these successes remains 

unanswered. What are the consequences for the health system (institutions and policy frameworks) 

when they have a comprehensive chronic treatment program, and as a result, increasing HIV 

prevalence due to an increase in life expectancy of the HIV positive population? At the institutional 

level, the question is whether or not the health system can cope with the increased number of people 

on chronic treatment – is it well enough designed and resourced? And, recognising that long-term, 

pervasive chronic treatment on the scale of the HIV and AIDS response is without precedent, what 

are the consequent/emergent, yet undetected, health conditions that need to be addressed? 

 

The second set of questions that the framework forces reflection on is about success at the individual 

level in the prevention space. Why have programs not been able to successfully reduce national 

incidence of HIV? Does the answer lie in assumptions that HIV can now be treated and as such, 

infection is no longer considered a burden so people are simply taking chronic medication without 

care for infection and re-infection?  

 

Within the social norms space, the emergent questions relate to who is presenting for testing and 

treatment. As mentioned previously, more men are testing, but what drives this surge in numbers? 

Which men and why, and more importantly, who is not testing? What are the new drivers for social 

exclusion – who are the new ‘HIV positive’ people?  

 

A critical awareness generated from the analysis is that many adolescents, products of the successful 

prevention of mother-to-child transmission programs, are now becoming sexually active, without the 
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reinforcing and supporting messages available to their parents. Of greater concern is the many 

adolescents on lifetime treatment who are now becoming sexually active as HIV-positive young 

people, when in many cases, they are also experiencing treatment fatigue. This is the challenge for 

those who know their status: many children were never told they were HIV-positive.    

 

This gives rise to a number of questions about the adequacy of the health policy. Does it 

accommodate the shifting sets of skills and resources needed to accommodate a mature chronic 

treatment program? Are suitable prevention and support services in place to accommodate the 

‘differently affected’? Beyond the bio-medical, what social policy provisions need to be put in place to 

support a radically different society living in the area of pervasive treatment? 

 

The framework is an effective tool as it allows us to reflect on the risks that could impact 

negatively on HIV and AIDS programming in the country. Emerging concerns include: failures 

in government health service delivery, the need to re- stimulate and update HIV prevention 

programs and potential short supply of antiretroviral therapy drugs in clinics where our 

partners are operating. (Oxfam in South Africa, 2012: 6) 

 

With this in mind, and based on the analysis of monitoring information and input from partners, the 

team developed a research and documenting agenda to better understand what, if any, learning could 

be gleaned from the years of program delivery. The learning collected during the process of inquiry 

was integrated into reporting and several standalone research pieces and case studies were 

commissioned such as the Africaid Whizzkids case study,
6
 which discusses treatment support options 

for adolescents to supplement program report discussions of the rise in numbers of men presenting 

for voluntary counselling and testing. 

 

The integral framework supported decision-making at all points of the program management cycle 

and provided a useful reminder to the team to look beyond the surface and explore causality in 

greater depth. Understanding change as a non-linear process and mapping against a framework that 

supports and reinforces systems thinking, like the integral framework does, results in improved 

analysis, which in turn informs program design and strategic steer. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The integral framework shows great potential as a multi-purpose tool that, with minor modification and 

procedural support, could provide a very nuanced analytical approach for program design and 

management. The framework, when used as a means to interrogate progress and performance, 

offers useful program management information that provides a better simulation of complexity. 

Coupled with adaptive management practice, the framework provides a robust and rigorous program 

tool.  

 

The experience of working with the integral framework in this way suggests a natural logic, and that 

the methods and approaches could be quite rapidly assimilated into the practice of program teams. 

From the experience of the OAU team, the framework and associated processes can be used quite 

intuitively, but in order to work with it as a program management tool, a period of foregrounding i.e. 

conscious use of the framework, has to be undertaken. As with all systems/processes of this nature, 

people have to practice its use to ensure the building of ‘analytical muscle memory’. 

 

The experience reinforces the need to give recognition to complexity – acknowledging that program 

designers never have complete information, are not prescient and cannot predict every action and 

                                                        
6 Mbali, M. (2013) HIV Prevention and Treatment for adolescents: A social study of Africaid Whizzkids United’s 
comprehensive model (Case Study 14). Oxfam Australia. 
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consequence, and that change processes by their very nature, result in uncertainty. Any practitioner 

intending to use more adaptive, integrated approaches will need a strong systems view of problems; a 

level of comfort with uncertainty; willingness to take calculated risks and ability to manage the 

consequences of choices actively; willingness to reduce reliance on their plans and initial 

assumptions; and valuing and responding much faster to monitoring feedback.  

 

Developing an adaptive program management practice is not only possible, it is essential to the future 

of development as we grapple with increasingly complex problems on a daily basis. 
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An initial thought 

 

In 2012, a mid-term review was conducted of Oxfam in South Africa’s country program framework: No 

Longer Vulnerable (NLV). The lessons from the review, made it apparent that there were some 

themes that required further examination. This includes how the concept of integrated development 

work is understood and practiced in the program models of Oxfam Australia’s (OAU) program in 

South Africa and partner organisations. Subsequently, the paper below is a reflection of discussions 

with partners and colleagues about what they understand the term ‘integration’ to mean, and where 

and how they see it in their work. This is not an academic paper. Rather than trying to pin down a 

finite definition, the purpose of this paper is to contribute to the discussions about how integration (in 

its various definitions and articulations) can successfully contribute to development work in South 

Africa, and other similar contexts, and what we would have done differently, given the time. Given this, 

we chose to work with integration as it is understood by the individuals and the organisations 

interviewed, as well as between those individuals and the organisations for which they work.   

 

Introduction 

 

The mechanisms of evaluation and learning contribute to the international development sector’s 

constant evolution. New development practice is subsequently characterised by the inundation of new 

terms or phrases, often characterised by buzzwords, which are introduced to mark and encapsulate 

new streams of thinking. The process of reflection, evaluation and learning can add depth and clarity 

to development work. In some instances though, the exact meaning of these buzzwords is lost and 

their influence on program modelling is drastically reduced.  

 

When discussing the term ‘integration’ with our colleagues, it became apparent that the term has 

evolved to include great depth and complexity and, it would seem subsequently, quite different 

interpretations. It  became apparent that these interpretations of integration are used both ‘on the 

ground’ and ‘in peoples’ heads’ when they are planning, implementing, monitoring, evaluating or 

analysing programs and projects.  It was also evident that many people use the term interchangeably 

with terms such as “holistic”, “mainstream” and “networked”. The diversity of interpretation of 

integration can mean that there is flexibility in its articulation – which, for some organisations is a 

welcome opportunity.  

 

Examples of the value of an integrated approach is most clearly illustrated by development work 

aimed at addressing the HIV and AIDS pandemic in South Africa and subsequently, the growth of the 

OAU program. In 1998, the Joint Oxfam HIV and AIDS Program (JOHAP) focused on home-based 

care (HBC) and prevention separately, until the suggestion was made that integration would achieve 

greater impact. It had become evident for those working in the health sector that organisations could 

not just focus on HBC and prevention when they went into someone’s home, but rather that they 

needed to speak about and offer services that would also reduce the impact of HIV by reducing the 

infection rate. In that way, HIV prevention programs could lead into continuous care and support 

programs and then, if necessary, into treatment, and treatment could also lead to prevention. The 

result of this shift in the HIV and AIDS programs did not mean that everyone had to do everything, but 

rather that organisations could provide one aspect of support within a network of other organisations 

providing complementary support. In order to do so, organisations needed to look at what else was 

happening in the sector and who they could link up with and make those links. Therefore networking 

and solidarity are essential for integrated development.  

 

Nutrition, protection, and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) became core complimentary 

components of more integrated programming in response to the HIV pandemic. Issues such as the 

prevention of mother to children transmission (PMTCT), child-headed households, and the burden on 
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carers, and impacts of illness in the workplace and in the housing sector were incorporated in 

programming. Today, this programming is continuing to evolve as we see the integration of 

interventions addressing tuberculosis (TB) and, more recently, cervical cancer. Ultimately, there has 

been a shift in understanding HIV as a rights issue, rather than just as a disease or health issue. With 

this shift, came the understanding that development responses to health issues need to consider and 

include the larger structural issues and considerations of wellness.  

 

Using this experience as well as research and anecdotal evidence from our partner organisations, the 

OAU program team took the decision to develop a program framework that attempted to reflect the 

integrated way partners were thinking and working in the No Longer Vulnerable (NLV) program 

framework. In referring to the many issues hindering development in South Africa, the contextual 

analysis within the NLV program framework (2011:01) states that: 

 

While these are complex issues in and of themselves, they interact to further erode the 

country’s development program and progress. A sound development response in the South 

African context will need to be integrated and adaptable, and draw on a range of approaches 

in order to effect change. The approach will need to take into consideration the political, social 

and economic complexity of South African society, often described in terms of its duality, 

disparity and inequality. 

 

This approach of integration is encapsulated in the integral framework model designed by Rao and 

Kelleher (2005) which presents various spheres of ‘who gets what, who does what, and who decides?’ 

in order for transformation to be achieved. The model argues that changes in one sphere may or may 

not necessarily affect the other spheres but that the possibility (and probability) of such effects should 

always be considered. “Integral theory teaches that all perspectives are valid, yet partial” (Norton 

2012). This sentiment was affirmed throughout the process of researching this paper, mostly 

commonly when interviewees would speak about how things are ‘linked’ and the different 

interpretations of integration. 

 

The idea of interconnectedness was carried into the design of the three interlinked objectives of the 

NLV program framework which are to improve health outcomes relating to HIV and AIDS, tuberculosis 

and water-related infections and diseases; increase and sustain food security and livelihoods options 

available to households; and increase and uphold access to social protection/rights. Together these 

allow for diversity and inclusion in the analysis and implementation of programming that addresses 

vulnerability. Both the Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and the WASH program were born into the NLV 

program framework. This meant that there was a stronger emphasis on integration from the start of 

these programs which directly influenced how they were shaped. The WASH program offered 

relatively substantial funding to a core group of partner organisations to strengthen and expand work 

addressing WASH issues. It also provided space for organisations who were not receiving the funding 

to attend learning events. The subsequent sharing helped to foster partnership and networking and 

eased the sharing of information and experience. Expanding the space of learning and sharing has 

meant that organisations who were interested in starting WASH work have been able to learn from 

others, and so were able to be more strategic in how they have designed and implemented their 

programming.  The program has subsequently been able to reach further and grow in a more 

productive way than had it been limited to only those organisations directly funded in this program. 

Partner organisations who are working with early childhood development (ECD) have been able to 

use the training they received through the WASH program to incorporate WASH in their programming. 

The key lesson here is that investment doesn’t need to be extensive or expensive but does need to 

be strategic and useful. 

 

Integrated funding and programming also allowed OAU to include partners into processes from which 

they would have otherwise been excluded – such as having WASH partners attend part of the urban 
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DRR workshop. The partners in attendance were then able to take the work they had been exposed 

to and consider how it could be incorporated into their own work. It was also an opportunity for 

organisations to network and learn from others. Such opportunities are important as organisations 

with strong networks are then better able to refer client cases or issues to the right organisations. 

 

One of the most practical ways that this idea was brought to life was by offering partners funding from 

one ‘pot’, known as the ‘other’ stream, which could be utilised for a diverse range of work or to 

supplement smaller, specialised funding. Unlike other streams that were more prescriptive, this fund 

allowed for flexibility and so was used by partners to supplement the areas of work that were difficult 

to fund. In programming, this often included new, pilot work. In this way, integrated funding provided 

some protection but also some support for experimentation and innovation. Another change in the 

funding structure was that funding was not only directed to specialist organisations but could be 

spread to build the capacity across groups of partner organisations who saw a need for including an 

area of programming, without becoming a specialist in that area.  

 

Arguing that capacity-building should be shared across the OAU group of partners (42 in total) instead 

of focused on a small cluster, meant that partners had exposure to new areas of work (such as the 

support for work with people with disabilities), could strengthen and develop existing small pieces of 

work (such as the WASH work) or could simply meet and network with a body of different 

organisations. Since the inception of JOHAP in 1998, one of the main objectives of the program has 

been the “building and strengthening of South African Civil Society” through capacity-building. This 

objective has been carried through, culminating in the NLV program framework in 2012. Technical 

capacity-building of partners has taken many different forms, from individual support to collective 

actions that connected partners under a common theme.    

 

An example of capacity-building opportunities is support of the use of social media, which was offered 

to partners as an opportunity for marketing and fundraising for their work, but also as a tool for 

accountability to back donors. Partners such as Woza Moya took up the challenge of using social 

media in this way by integrating social media into their organisation to better profile and share their 

work with broader audiences. Through this opportunity, they discovered hidden talent within young 

people from the community in which they work, the Ofafa community of KwaZulu-Natal, and they now 

have a talented and vibrant media team.  

 

Another example of such support is the ‘Link and Learn’
7
 platforms that have been used by the OAU 

program team to bring partners together with other peer organisations to connect around lessons, 

new trends, shared experiences and learning from failures in their development work. The program 

budget has been designed to ensure that it provides resources (money) from different streams of 

funding for these events. Capacity-building has been a cornerstone of our work and partners have 

shared with us how much they have appreciated the support itself, but also the OAU program team’s 

approach to the support. This has allowed them to access a range of opportunities of partnerships, 

networking, sharing of skills and resources. We have learned from this feedback that in order to 

program in this innovative and creative way, opportunities have to be allowed and budgeted for. This 

support creates additional support to build or strengthen aspects of their work so that programs can 

be better integrated. So often donors dictate (directly or indirectly) what and how information is 

gathered and how it is presented. It is possible that donors so often assume the compliance role (i.e. 

they need to ensure that the money is spent ‘correctly’) that they set rigid boundaries and regulations 

that control (and possibly stifle) opportunities that would otherwise develop. A simple example of this 

is limiting who can attend training workshops based on their current portfolio of work. If, for example, 

someone had held an informative workshop about water conservation in KwaZulu-Natal six months 

                                                        
7
 ‘Link and Learn’ platforms are workshops including all partner organisations about a cross cutting issue for 

example in 2013, a ‘Link and Learn’ event named “Voices” was hosted to discuss the issue of advocacy in the 
development sector. 
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ago, an organisation may have been refused attendance because it is not their primary area of work. 

And yet, as we sit six months later in a provincial drought, the information shared at that workshop 

could be critical to many organisations that would never have imagined this situation six months ago. 

Networking and solidarity are essential for integrated development. 

 

The Australian Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) was a major funder of 

OAU’s work, including in the program in South Africa. During the period of the NLV program 

framework, DFAT introduced two new key areas of program strengthening, namely the Integration of 

Child Policy and Inclusion of People with Disability Policy. All organisations receiving funds from 

DFAT had to comply with these policies. For the OAU program team, the approach was to integrate 

training about these compliance issues to ensure that any organisation with whom we worked, 

especially those receiving funds from DFAT, would be able to adhere to the standards and 

requirements for compliance purposes. It was then able to roll support out across the whole 

partnership. In order to do so, the program needed to find organisations that were able to assist in 

training and working with a variety of organisations and who were experienced in issues of child 

protection and the inclusion of people with living with disabilities. We approached two organisations, 

Resources Aimed at Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (RAPCAN) and CBR Education and 

Training for Empowerment (CREATE). These organisations then contacted and met with partner 

organisations and worked with them to develop their ability to integrate issues of child protection and 

inclusion into their existing programs. 

 

This approach of integrating these areas of work was informed by OAU’s previous funded work with a 

local organisation, Project Empower, on HIV policy development
8
. RAPCAN based their approach to 

working with partner organisations on this example, which provided valuable lessons in terms of 

contextualising policy amongst partners. The support to partners included raising awareness; 

developing or strengthening systems and policies; and ensuring that all this work was shared and 

promoted throughout the organisation so that all staff members would have the same understanding.    

 

By working with RAPCAN and CREATE, OAU was able to support partners that didn’t initially think 

that they needed such support but later found it valuable. One example of such an organisation is 

Tholulwazi Uzivikele who, following training with CREATE, became aware of the gaps in their Human 

Resource recruitment policy during the recruitment process. Before that, they had not realised how 

their ways of operating were excluding people with disabilities. The key lesson here is that when 

donors identify new compliance areas, it is more constructive to make resources available and 

engage with partners on how work can be improved, allowing them to make key decisions, than 

simply tell those organisations what to do and how to do it. When working in an integrated way which 

seeks to strengthen and support partners rather than dictate to them how they should work, even 

compliance issues (which are so often viewed as limiting) can become valuable opportunities. 

 

Regular program meetings are another way that management sought to bring staff together to share 

and make connections about possible links and synergies across the partners and the work. At 

program meetings, program coordinators would share what was happening in various programs, both 

in the Oxfam office and with partner organisations, and analyse themes and trends that emerged 

across the discussions. When it was possible, these emerging synergies were fostered. This push to 

move toward integration was further echoed in the titles of staff, which shifted away from specialised 

titles and towards more integrated titles. For example, one is no longer the WASH Program 

Coordinator, but rather the Programs Coordinator: WASH. Before the NLV program framework, each 

Programs Coordinator had been responsible for only the partner organisations working within their 

area of speciality, but as partner funding structures changed and Program Coordinators’ roles 

                                                        
8
 A case study of this work is available. It is titled: Building Positive Organisations through Policy Development 
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became more integrated, they took on new, different partner organisations; for some, this was easier 

than for others.  

 

How do you ‘do’ integration? 

 

As mentioned above, the integrated model presented in the NLV program framework was based on 

research and strongly influenced by what partner organisations were telling OAU. As the ex-Country 

Director reflected “[we wanted] people to find their practice in the framework rather than the 

framework define the work”. As such, the framework was first an attempt to write up (and reflect upon) 

the practice which would be tested through the work, rather than defining how the work would be 

shaped. When the NLV program framework was introduced, the OAU program team realised how 

many organisations are already implementing integrated programs – some without really realising it! 

At the end of the Wellspring
9
 event in 2011, a staff member from Vhutshilo shared that she “didn’t 

realise that we were doing integration!” The staff of Vhutshilo believed that their work was simply 

working with the issue of HIV in the crèche, but in fact they were also creating a safe space in which 

children and adults could be educated and learn, and in which carers or those responsible for the 

children, could find support. By doing this, Vhutshilo is working to break down stigma and address 

ignorance. Vhutshilo was also addressing issues of nutrition, health and education, especially 

stimulation, of children. When reflecting on this, the Programs Manager for OAU in South Africa said 

“we’ve been suffocating our partners by working in silos! They started integration long ago!” This 

reflection supports the argument that those organisations which are implementing directly, especially 

those that are smaller and more permeable to new ideas and influences, are more likely to know and 

be able to adapt to the dynamic needs of people. Unfortunately, these organisations are often not well 

resourced and so not as powerful in influencing the trends in development work. For there to be a 

genuine opportunity for engagement and learning from such organisations, the power dynamics 

between organisations (of different sizes) as well as donors and back donors needs to be honestly 

acknowledged, interrogated and addressed. 

 

In order to integrate different programming themes or priorities, there are some key ways of working 

that need to be present in program design, implementation and evaluation
10

. Woza Moya provides a 

useful example, where their open-minded approach, courage to try new things and bring different 

parts of their programming together, has allowed them to test and reflect on different approaches and 

in this way, learn from their successes and failures through both formal and, possibly more 

importantly, informal opportunities
11

. Key to their ability to program like this is that the staff are 

observant, responsive and take proactive steps. They are also able to distil and utilise lessons learnt 

in future programming. This means that their work can adapt as circumstances change and they can 

move with trends, using the lessons learnt and testing different approaches until they find something 

that works. Conversely, some of the challenges others experienced in trying to integrate their 

programming included a lack of overarching understanding of the work and how it relates to the 

systems
12

 in which the work exists, as well as being unable to easily tweak program approaches to 

ensure they are adaptive – sometimes because they don’t see the changes until they’re told about 

them. 

 

When speaking to partner organisation Refugee Social Services (RSS) they told us that they consider 

all programming in relation to their clients, who they see as the core of their programming. Their 

                                                        
9
 The Wellspring Learning Event was a workshop that allowed participants an opportunity to reflect on 

programs and challenges related to water, sanitation and hygiene. 
10

 It is assumed that monitoring and learning are part of this program process.  
11

 We’ve found that such informal opportunities for reflection and discussion are more beneficial as ideas are 
more likely to pop up when you are relaxed. 
12

 Including social, economic and political systems at various scales 
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director shared how important it is that RSS continually consider those clients as whole people who 

are part of families and communities, and who act in different positions across these many spaces. 

She says the team considers themselves like an engine – made up of many parts which work 

together. They don’t believe that their role is to provide all services but that in instances in which they 

can’t provide services, they have a responsibility to link with those who can. This model of centring 

programming on the needs of the people that it impacts is common across partner organisations. 

Primary in programming in such a way is honestly engaging with the power dynamics that exist and 

building in structures to hold organisations to account to ensure that there is not exploitation of those 

at the centre.  

 

In order to holistically understand one’s program and its place in society, it is necessary to take time 

to reflect and interact with a diverse range of people and information sources. Key to this is examining 

the different histories of the people, the issues at hand (both wants and needs) and the power 

dynamics (both formal and informal) that affect society. Such an approach recognises all people and 

influences and contributes to creating an open space in which to engage and learn. An example of 

this was evident at an OAU event ReZone in 2012 that was designed to bring partners and Oxfam 

staff from different affiliates together to speak about urban-based DRR. During this time, an Oxfam 

staff member who specialised in retrofitting buildings in earthquake zones, shared with the group a 

‘light bulb moment’. He said he had never considered the importance of clear, open, well-lit 

passageways to the safety of people, especially women, travelling home. He had only ever thought of 

them as part of emergency exits procedures. In order to broaden his understanding, he needed to be 

exposed to a different perspective in a space of learning and reflection. 

 

As we saw with this colleague, such an approach
13

 can radically change the way that an organisation 

works. Operation Upgrade (OpUp) is another example of such a change. The organisation was 

founded to help foster numeracy and literacy skills amongst people who did not/could not access 

formal schooling. The founders of OpUp realised how vulnerable illiterate people, especially women, 

are. Increasingly OpUp noticed that the women attending their courses were carrying many burdens, 

such as caring for the households and taking responsibility for immunisation of children (even in 

cases where they couldn’t spell immunisation). It was for this reason that they started the literacy 

classes. They also realised that the classes presented an opportunity to bring people together to learn 

about the things affecting them. It seemed wasteful to just talk about “how to write your name” when 

people were struggling with HIV. So OpUp integrated HIV and nutrition into their curricula. Another 

issue that shaped the curricula of OpUp was the issue of exploitative transactional relationships – 

something that is common in a context like South Africa where there is massive inequality. While their 

core is still literacy, OpUp realised that they needed to include the issues that people face every day 

so that they could better access services, and had increased knowledge on how to support 

themselves. As such, they continue to develop a responsive curriculum which speaks to the complex 

issues faced by people daily. 

 

Some of the challenges we encountered 

 

Despite the practical appeal of working in an integrated way, challenges emerged. There are a 

number of reasons why people resist new ways of thinking and working. In trying to introduce the NLV 

program framework and its changes to the OAU program’s own ways of working, there were 

complications and resistance from both partners and at OAU staff level. One OAU staff member 

shared with us that we learnt a lot by programming through an integrated model, and that if the OAU 

program in South Africa had another phase (3 years) to operate, it would be able to work on further 

testing and refining the practice, especially around accountability. The challenges and solutions 

                                                        
13

 Looking at the program holistically, in relation to the place it possesses in society and from many different 
perspectives 
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presented below were from the practical experiences of how other people approached minimising the 

stresses of introducing integration.  

 

Doing everything 

Integration is not easy. It is complex and difficult to implement but those we interviewed all felt that as 

a way of working it ‘makes sense’.  The Director of CHOiCe Trust said: “if integration is not done from 

[a] conscious point of view, an organisation can... just do everything, thinking that they are doing 

good... but actually this leads them into losing their cause or core business”.   For CHOiCE Trust, and 

others, the danger of trying to integrate can be that one person has to “hold everything and that is too 

much”. This fear of being overwhelmed was supported by a colleague from partner organisation 

Isibane Sethemba who said: “shrinkages of staff meant that staff had to learn about other areas of 

work... which was not their way of working and of thinking... which makes people get overwhelmed 

and say they have “too much on their plate”.  

 

One partner organisation shared with us how while they see the value in approaching this work in an 

inclusive, integrated way, they do feel that it dilutes their work leading to instances in which staff are 

stretched thin over a number of issues and never really able to give one sufficient focus. In a context 

in which there are multiple organisations working, it would be possible to link with others and 

strategise how to jointly address the different issues. But in contexts in which there is only one 

organisation or no others are able or willing to address certain issues, the threat of being 

overstretched and burning out is very real. Others in that discussion responded that it is important to 

always hold your centre or focus (even if that focus changes) and in some instances, an organisation 

has to admit that there are some things that they cannot take on. 

 

People’s ways of working and thinking 

Integrated programs are challenging because they can be complicated and complex. Integration 

requires a greater awareness of thought processes, the ability to listen and a need for a safe space in 

which to reflect and work on the ground. This needs to be done consciously. When critical thinking is 

not applied to the transition toward integrated ways of working, it can jeopardise the good quality of 

work that the organisation does. It is then important that critical thinking happens so that people 

transitioning into this way of working are both made conscious of the move, and are able to ask 

themselves the necessary hard questions in a supportive environment.  

 

Radically shifting your way of thinking about and of working is difficult, and moving towards integration 

can be overwhelming. This in turn leads to staff feeling frustrated. When Pietermaritzburg Agency for 

Community South Africa (PACSA) changed their way of working to a more integrated model they had 

to make tough decisions. They asked all of their staff to either reapply for their positions or leave the 

organisation. They felt that they needed the commitment of all staff to the change process. As a 

learning organisation, PACSA knew it wouldn’t be fair to just dump people so instead they took 

everyone who chose to stay through the journey of reshaping their program including contracting 

external help to assist them in the journey of ‘practice development processes’. During the first two 

years of their journey they committed to the process by taking time away so that they could engage 

with each other. They shared with us that they had to do a lot of re-thinking and re-shifting, including 

in their monitoring and evaluation processes. These changes were not limited to the program but also 

included looking at the individuals in the team and how they related to the new principles. PACSA 

recognised and acknowledged that they had to work this way because of their model as a learning 

organisation. For them, the practice process and the integrated approach are fundamental in 

encouraging connection.   

 

One of the difficulties expressed by most people interviewed was how to get people who didn’t 

naturally think in an integrated way, to do so. Allowances for support for these people need to be 

included in plans. When reflecting on the experiences of OAU staff in the transition to the NLV 
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program framework, it is evident that perhaps, as PACSA did, OAU should have journeyed with their 

staff through the process to better enable people to find value in it and support each other. One such 

process is pairing staff to work together and constructively criticising one another’s work. However, 

such processes are only possible when done with the belief that criticisms are not about the individual, 

but about the work. The Director of PACSA found that these changes were not easy for staff that had 

been with the organisation for a long time but that taking them on the journey of redefining PACSA 

made it easier.  

 

Considering PACSA’s experience, one has to wonder if there would have been more success and 

value if, when the NLV program framework was developed, management (in South Africa and in 

Australia) and the program team had also looked at what this change would mean for the staff and 

how they could best be supported through the transition process. The staff had opportunities to 

engage with the NLV program framework as it was developed and once it was implemented through 

presentations, workshops and discussions, but it is possible that there are some staff who didn’t 

receive the support they needed or that there are important learnings that are only now emerging. 

 

Finding more and different ways to include the team could have helped reduce the subsequent 

resistance to change exhibited by some staff. The OAU program team understood it needed to shift 

its ways of working because it made more sense on a range of levels to work in an integrated way 

that has more weight in the ways it connects us to one another. However, a failing of the approach, 

was not considering the need to introduce a new way of ‘how’ to work. As one OAU staff member 

reflected, “If you work in this way, it’s hard for others to understand”.   

 

Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning processes and systems 

For the OAU program team, the NLV program framework offered a unique opportunity to work with an 

integrated model. One of the most difficult factors was how to represent and account for the work in 

Monitoring Evaluation Accounting and Learning (MEAL) processes. Staff from partner organisations 

were able to verbalise and articulate how integrated their work is, including demonstrating 

connections and synergies during face-to-face monitoring visits. However, in written reports, many 

partners struggled to articulate themselves in the same way, and quickly reverted to siloed reporting. 

A major hurdle in integrated development is showing on paper how it works.   

 

OAU staff also struggled to track program progression and report in an integrated way, and the tools 

introduced to assist this were met with resistance and ultimately not used. The new style of reporting 

within the NLV program framework required staff to move away from reporting on specific activities in 

isolation, to reflecting on practice while also taking into consideration context and linkages, as well as 

what the collective activities and outcomes mean to the overall program framework. Over time there 

was improvement in the report writing process but it was still perceived as difficult and cumbersome.  

 

In hindsight, when the NLV program framework was designed, the MEAL approach was not as 

aligned as it could have been. Indicators were not clearly defined (or defined at all). One of the tools 

within the NLV program framework is the output summary tool, which was developed to capture the 

quantitative data (numbers) based on different indicators. However, even this tool did not satisfy all 

reporting and compliance requirements. At different points, most OAU staff and partner organisations 

expressed some confusion about what was required, and how to capture and critically engage with 

the numbers. Partners did not understand the value in the particular numbers that they were asked to 

capture. Conversely, OAU staff often felt that they had to push to collect numbers as part of the 

accountability measures. Another issue was counting beneficiaries benefitting from various services 

twice, which further complicated the process. It would seem that the MEAL model developed for the 

NLV program framework was possibly too confusing, complex and complicated – and in fact limits the 

benefits of the integration approach. For future integrated development programs to be sustainable, a 

simpler formula for collecting and reporting numbers, alongside qualitative information has to be found. 
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Developing and socialising MEAL tools is a big challenge, but also fundamental given the shifts in 

development funding towards more stringent MEAL processes.  

 

Funding 

The integrated approach to development work is not a common way of programming and so support 

sometimes has to be argued for. When designing the WASH program, the decision was made to 

integrate WASH into the existing partnerships that needed WASH programming (rather than 

specialists). These organisations were not typical WASH organisations. Rather, these organisations 

had to learn and adapt in order to integrate WASH into their existing work. This approach requires a 

high investment to support the initial learning curve as organisations are immersed and absorb 

information and then support for reflection and flexibility as the organisations test different types of 

programming. This approach didn’t demonstrate the immediate results evident in more targeted ways 

of working (such as number of toilets build in year one) but rather looked at the soft or social issues 

related to WASH. These take time to measure and shift. We had to argue for our approach as a 

learning organisation, because we believed in it. It was not easy, which means that if another 

organisation does not have the leadership, skills and resources to push as we did, it could easily be 

persuaded into a different direction. We have partner organisations that have had similar challenges 

with other donors – and they often feel pressure to give into donor requests in order to access the 

much needed funding. Similarly, we had to find ways to be compliant and satisfy our donors while still 

advocating for the communities that these organisations were serving. An organisation without the 

same power, knowledge and experience would find it difficult to convince some donors of the benefits 

of an integrated model, as opposed to the challenges. Like the PACSA Director said: “integration is 

not easy but it’s a good way of working and your organisation has to be a learning organisation to use 

the model”. 

 

 

In conclusion, our reflections 

 

Program teams use integration in both the conceptual phases (planning, analysis and evaluation) and 

the practical (implementation) stages of development work. In this way, integration fits on the ground, 

in the mind and as a link between these two domains. The most consistent understanding of the 

concept of integration encountered during the process of writing this paper, was the description of 

integration as the recognition that all aspects of development work (and ultimately, human life) are 

connected or overlapped and subsequently, nothing can be considered in isolation.  

 

Throughout the process of researching this paper, the general consensus of the people we spoke to 

was that while difficult, integrated programming is the best way to design and deliver development 

work. Some have argued that integration is more efficient. For example, having one home-based 

caregiver who visits a family and can provide a wide array of services and advice means that the 

family won’t be inundated with multiple visits (which distract from ‘normal’ life), but also that 

organisations only need to cover the costs of one trip and one person’s stipend for one day. Such 

efficiency is certainly possible and this is a benefit of having staff that don’t operate within one box of 

specialisation. The major challenge with this way of operating is sometimes it means that a person or 

organisation takes on everything because they don’t refuse anything and so become overwhelmed 

and burnt-out. Concern about how to decide which areas of work to engage in and which to end was 

a common theme, especially in discussions with the leaders of the organisations. 

 

The common justification for integrated programming is that it allows for programming that better 

reflects the lived experiences of all people and it increases opportunities, as opposed to siloed 

programs which are more restricted or limited. More opportunities means a program can evolve 

organically, leading to growth that is responsive and adaptive rather than static. In instances of 
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sudden change (such as a natural disaster or political incident) the program will be able to respond 

and align those responses to their existing body of work. 

 

When designing and implementing an integrated program, these are some of the key things we think 

are important to consider. 

 

1. Embracing complexity and the importance of networking and solidarity 

As an approach, integrated development calls on people working in the development sector to 

consider and action their work within a broader context rather than in a purely linear manner. Key to 

such an approach is for those with means (especially donors), to work in a way that fosters and 

creates opportunities – including opportunities for organisations to link and learn with one another. In 

such instances, models and ways of working can be shared that may then be adopted and adapted or 

even contested. Such engagements and discussions are key in developing a robust integrated 

practice. 

 

2. Flexible and strategic funding and investments 

As mentioned above, funding doesn’t need to be extensive or expansive but it does need to be 

flexible, strategic and useful. That said, organisations will prioritise their core costs (as they need to in 

order to survive) so donors can’t (and shouldn’t) expect innovation from organisations who can’t afford 

to retain key staff or keep the lights on. Building partnership through honesty, respect and trust is 

fundamental in improving communication about funding and strategies for future developments.  

 

3. Supporting your team 

In order to ensure that such an approach is successful, it is important to adopt a conscious, 

purposeful manner in one’s work. Reflection and engagement, importantly including constructive 

criticism, are fundamental. It is also key to ensure all staff are part of the process and that additional 

support is provided for those who are resistant or need alternative means of support. Recognising that 

the staff learn in different ways is very important and offering the support to explore different methods 

is valuable in assisting those staff to understand and practice integration, but also to better 

understand themselves. 

 

4. Keeping your core 

Another key consideration for organisations adopting or fostering an integrated approach is “where do 

you stop?” While many organisations speak fondly of how work has evolved organically to meet the 

needs of the people with whom they work, they have also shared how overwhelming it can be to try to 

do everything. In order to address this issue, it is important that organisations constantly reflect and 

question their work – both in terms of how they conceptualise and analyse it as well as how that work 

is implemented on the ground. Mistakes will happen but they should be recognised as opportunities 

for learning rather than things of shame which should be hidden from peers and donors. When such 

reflection is possible, it is possible to learn from those mistakes and identify them earlier. This is again 

a reason why networking (and fostering trust and partnership) is so critical in the development sector. 

Ideally, one would learn from the model shared by Refugee Social Services of knowing your priority 

and working within a development engine that links with other organisations who can fulfil some of the 

roles and support needed. We understand though that this is an ideal as there are many 

organisations (especially in rural communities) for whom such support does not exist. 

 

5. Confusion vs. Depth 

There are various interpretations of how work can be integrated. As mentioned above, some people 

we spoke to have an integrated conceptual understanding of their work and some have programs that 

are integrated in their implementation. The most common definition of integrated work related to 

seeing and leveraging linkages across what would otherwise be treated at siloed areas of work. It is 
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important that a team comes together in regular reflection and discussion processes to build and 

challenge understanding of where the linkages are and how they can be maximised. 

 

6. Monitoring, evaluation and learning 

There is a definite need for the creation and management of MEAL processes that allow for integrated 

reflection and learning. It is possible that this difficulty came about because it is so often the donors 

that dictate (directly or indirectly) what and how information is gathered and how it is presented. It is 

possible, that given that donors so often assume the compliance role (i.e. they need to ensure that the 

money is spent ‘correctly’) that they set rigid boundaries and rules that regulate (and possibly limit) 

opportunities that would otherwise develop. We are not sure what a simple, accessible and 

achievable MEAL system would look like for an approach that embraces complexity, but there is 

certainly a need for it. 

 

 

We believe that integration in development work stems from a recognition that all things are 

connected and that some connections can be leveraged for increased benefits or greater impact. 

Accepting that these connections exist and can be beneficial, allows one to strengthen work in 

practical, innovative and creative ways by using different components of what would have previously 

been siloed in other projects or elements of development work. 

 

Moving away from isolated models of working to ways that draw on a broad network of ideas, skills, 

creativity, methods and resources allows fluidity in responses and can create an adaptive, flexible 

model of acting, reflecting and revising. Ultimately, integrated development should not be viewed as a 

tangle of indivisible projects, but as an evolving organic body of work that actively seeks, and is 

receptive to, opportunities for change and improvement. 
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Executive summary 

 

This learning paper tracks the evolution and development of the Oxfam Australia (OAU) program in 

South Africa, described as “a flagship for Oxfam Australia [and] for other countries, and as [an 

example of] a good practice program” (Staff reflection, 2015). This is evidenced by its nomination as a 

potential centre for design excellence in the Confederation in 2011
14

. It is an example of an external 

program (in the sense that it is funded by foreign agencies with local contextual analysis) that has 

been able to keep pace and respond to changes in the operating environment. What sets it apart is 

that it was allowed to ‘naturally’ evolve to respond to changes as they emerged.  

 

Drawing on program documentation
15

, and complemented by reflections from staff (current and 

former), a brief ‘journey’ of OAU’s work on the HIV and AIDS response is tracked. The program began 

in the late 1990s, and grew over time from prevention, treatment and care-related activities, to the 

current, more holistic responses, encompassing broader health ‘systems’, including food security, 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), livelihoods initiatives, and social protection, rights influencing 

and advocacy activities (Drimie 2012 p. 7-8). The learning paper identifies some of the challenges, 

and explores what lessons can be learned for future programs, whether in South Africa or in similar 

contexts. 

 

The documentation and staff reflections evidence the program’s ability to keep pace with changes in 

the development world – indeed it is one of the best-documented Oxfam programs globally. In many 

instances it was ahead of emergent issues, particularly in HIV and AIDS, and health systems. 

Responsiveness to partners and the external environment were hallmarks of the South Africa 

program: recognising that reflection and learning is an important enough part of practice to 

occasionally stop and undertake a process of contextual analysis, consultation with partners and 

external stakeholders, alongside internal reflection, to then redesign and put forward the next phase. 

Conversely, a key challenge for the program is that being constantly ‘agile’ or ‘responsive’ means 

there is never time to consolidate. While strategies were adopted to build up a strong documenting 

and influencing practice, this was incomplete in that the dissemination and external socialisation 

wasn’t prioritised enough.  

 

Indications suggest that if the OAU program had continued, using the integrated program framework, 

No Longer Vulnerable (2012-2015), more explicitly, it would have been better positioned to take on 

some of the weaknesses described in the reflections and program documentation. Further, it seems 

inevitable that the next phase would have had a much stronger focus on disseminating and 

influencing more widely, drawing on the lessons and best practice examples. 

 

Introduction 

 

The Oxfam Australia (OAU) program in South Africa has been described as ‘a flagship for Oxfam 

Australia [and] for other countries as [an example of] a good practice program’ (Staff reflection, 2015). 

This is evidenced by its nomination as a potential centre for design excellence in the Confederation in 

2011
16

. It is an example of an external program (in the sense that it is funded by foreign agencies with 

some contextual analysis) that has been able to keep pace and respond to changes in the operating 

                                                        
14

 This was later superseded by the Oxfam International decision to commence a confederation development project to 
establish ‘indigenous’ affiliate, Oxfam South Africa, and consolidate the program into its own organisation. The scoping for 
this commenced in 2011 and the project was initiated in 2012. 
15

 This includes: research reports, case studies, newsletters, program reports and evaluations. 
16

 This was later superseded by the Oxfam International decision to commence a confederation development project to 
establish ‘indigenous’ affiliate, Oxfam South Africa, and consolidate the program into its own organisation. The scoping for 
this commenced in 2011 and the project was initiated in 2012. 
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environment. What sets it apart is that it was allowed to ‘naturally’ evolve to respond to changes as 

they emerged. The program did this through traditional or adaptive program management 

(standardised monitoring and evaluation [M&E] and partnership approaches, and integrated practice, 

respectively), strong internal learning practice, and fostering high levels of continuing engagement 

(including encouraging contestation) with partner organisations
17

. 

 

The perceived success of the OAU program culminated in the current, integrated program framework, 

No Longer Vulnerable (NLV) (2012-2015), and can be attributed in no small way to the involvement of 

partners: their opinions, what they were seeing in communities and how they engaged with OAU to 

feed this back. This is best evidenced in OAU’s work on the HIV and AIDS response which began in 

the late 1990s, and grew over time from prevention, treatment and care-related activities, to the 

current, more holistic responses encompassing broader health ‘systems’, including food security, 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), livelihoods initiatives, and social protection, rights influencing 

and advocacy activities (Drimie 2012 p. 7-8).  

 

… as we moved along and as the program grew and different things came to be in [it] … HIV 

as a development issue started to then intertwine with other themes that were coming along 

the journey. (Staff reflection, 2015)  

 

This learning paper therefore tracks the evolution and development of the OAU program in relation to 

HIV and AIDS, health systems and related development issues, describing a brief ‘journey’ from 

program documentation
18

, complemented by reflections from staff (current and former) to identify 

some of the challenges, and explore what lessons can be learned for future programs, whether in 

South Africa or in similar contexts.  

 

A key limitation of the learning paper is simply that there was not enough time to really delve into the 

staff reflection conversation more deeply, or fully bring in examples from partners’ work and OAU 

learning and program initiatives. However, these are well documented in other learning papers in this 

collection
19

. 

 

Given the different iterations of the program over time, from the Joint Oxfam HIV and AIDS Program 

(JOHAP) to just ‘OHAP’ (same acronym without the ‘J’) to NLV, and the fact that it has never been 

‘just a health program’, the learning paper refers to ‘the OAU program’ in an attempt to encompass 

the breadth of services and themes delivered over the timespan documented (approximately 1998-

2015). 

 

The underlying program approach 

 

From its foundation and initial conception as JOHAP
20

 in 1998, the OAU program was set up to 

explore and be responsive to cutting edge theory in HIV and AIDS prevention. From a traditional 

design perspective (and perhaps to appease donors and head office), it was conceptualised as four 

phases, each approximately three years in length, up to 2012. In practice, the four phases were 

delivered, but at key moments included ‘bridging years’ – a response to shifts in the environment 

significant enough to commission an entire year’s worth of reflection. This allowed for exploration and 
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 See the Oxfam Australia learning papers on: Integration (Mabizela and Harber 2015), Trust building and contestation 
(Molver and Westley 2015), and Partnership (Moolman 2015). 
18

 This includes: research reports, case studies, newsletters, program reports and evaluations. 
19

 See the Oxfam Australia learning papers on: Integration (Mabizela and Harber 2015), Trust building and contestation 
(Molver and Westley 2015), and Partnership (Moolman 2015). 
20

 The Joint Oxfam HIV and AIDS Program (JOHAP) was a partnership between Oxfam affiliates, managed by the Oxfam 
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experimentation with new approaches to implementation and monitoring and evaluation
21

, as well as 

giving space to keep abreast of emerging theories, though in some cases the OAU program was 

already one or two steps ahead, such as its work with men on HIV and AIDS prevention, discussed 

later in the paper.  

 

The changes in program and partner practice that emerged over time therefore responded to what 

was happening in the external environment, which was in turn communicated to OAU staff through 

the relationship and engagement with partners based on their work in communities. These changes 

saw the shift from an initial focus on stigma (demonstrated through partner advocacy to create an 

enabling environment and facilitate greater access to services) and gender (as part of the 

conversations about prevention), and shifted to include nutrition issues amongst children (the large 

numbers of orphans or children living in HIV-affected households) and food security (people both 

being unable to take anti-retroviral treatment [ART] medication without food but also being unable to 

produce food due to limited access to water), and WASH as a way of addressing poor hygiene, food 

security issues and supporting home-based care initiatives led by partners. Initial advocacy to create 

an enabling environment grew to influencing health systems, with the work undertaken around 

community health workers and establishing home-based care policies, and the proposed policy on 

National Health Insurance (NHI).  

 

The first phase in the late 1990s was designed as a pilot program: working through local civil society 

partner organisations and focused on improving HIV and AIDS service delivery; building the 

organisational capacity of South African partners; and advocating for an improved HIV and AIDS 

response (Phillips 2011, p. 9). This was when HIV and AIDS was still an emerging developmental 

challenge and people started wanting to know more: “It was a time when people started talking openly 

about HIV as opposed to whispering or blatantly avoiding the topic (because otherwise you then had 

to talk about sex!)” (Mabizela 2009, p. 9). At that time, partners were undertaking awareness-raising 

campaigns about HIV and AIDS prevention. These campaigns would: 

 

… target masses of people and would happen every-where [sic], at taxi ranks, at 

supermarkets, at train stations, with members of the public, irrespective of age, gender, race 

or class … Everyone spoke the language of prevention then and it was almost a part of life. 

(Mabizela 2009, p. 9). 

 

Addressing stigma was a key aspect of the OAU program, defined in one of the program objectives: 

‘to create and sustain enabling environments with particular focus on the rights of people living with 

and affected by HIV and/or AIDS (PLWHA)
22

, and by a staff member as: 

 

…looking at how people who are affected and infected … at issues of not stigmatising, so … 

people can openly access the services, can openly talk about HIV without feel of being 

discriminated... a lot of partners did a lot of work around that, so that work for us…  started 

from that objective… (Staff reflection 2015). 

 

Responding to stigma was “a huge role in the response of HIV and how those lessons happened 

along the way...” (Staff reflection 2015), so already the second phase built on the achievements of the 

first, starting to focus more specifically on supporting partners in the development, documentation and 

                                                        
21

 Examples are expanded upon in the Oxfam Australia learning papers on: Integration (Mabizela and Harber 2015), Trust 
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as the research paper and case study series, the use of learning notes to assist in the dissemination of information, Link 
and Learn events and other platforms to facilitate knowledge exchange. 
22

 InsideOut M&E Specialists (July 2014) Evaluation of the Oxfam HIV and AIDS Programme (OHAP) Prepared for Oxfam 
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dissemination of good practice and to further the creation of an enabling environment (Phillips 2011, p. 

9).  

 

The importance and need for ART and voluntary counselling and testing (VCT) became a focus 

message for OAU and its partners, who played a significant role in advocating to government, and 

among other things, sharing information with other partners about proposed government policies and 

plans. A breakthrough from the South African Government came in November 2003, when it 

announced and approved the rollout of ART to all South Africans who needed it (Mabizela 2009, p. 9). 

 

…when the treatment came into existence, we were all excited, that means less death, more 

people were healthier, people were bringing income, livelihoods… children had parents, 

children were born without HIV, but we dropped prevention work. For me that’s the big one… 

And then I think, also one other thing that happened was around influencing around women 

having more power and alternatives around prevention… (Staff reflection 2015). 

 

 

Working with men 

 

I remember when gender became prominent as a topic because partners were … saying that 

women don’t have alternatives, then maybe men did have alternatives, but women didn’t have 

power to negotiate. Either negotiate protective sex, or negotiate, you know, when it comes to 

things like that. (Staff reflection 2015) 

 

The integration of a gender focus into program delivery recognised women’s higher vulnerability to 

infection compared to men. It came about through “a process where Oxfam and the partners would be 

coming together, to learn, to look at the trends, to look at the things and be learning together...” So 

when partners were asked: “what are your challenges around HIV?” the response was: “working with 

men. Men don’t want to come to the events, men don’t want to do that...” (Staff reflection 2015).  

 

Partners attributed women’s higher vulnerability to cultural practices preventing them from making 

decisions about their own sexual and reproductive health, the gendered societal context in which 

women live, how they access information about their rights, and the fact that they were often the only 

carers of terminally ill family members (Mabizela 2009, p. 10). Engaging men was seen by some as a 

viable strategy to mitigate some of these factors, so a community of practice (COP) was born:  

 

… driven by Oxfam but it was in response to some of what partners were talking about and 

trying to be innovative [in] looking at how we can use other mediums, which was the social 

media … for people to have conversations around working with men.’ (Staff reflections 2015) 

 

While Oxfam set up the COP, it “worked with people from the partner organisations … we felt that 

JAW [Justice and Women] was more advanced than most of our partners around gender issues …” 

(Staff reflections 2015) 

 

The COP reflects the special relationship OAU had with partners: built around mutual respect and 

trust, working towards strengthening the civil society response to HIV and AIDS, strengthening 

organisational capacity, identifying and sharing lessons and celebrating the positive outcomes of the 

work (Mabizela 2009, p. 10). OAU’s facilitation of peer learning and innovative sharing platforms was 

able to more effectively disseminate learning and influence the broader sector (Moolman 2015, p. 7), 

particularly in relation to later work on influencing health systems at the institutional level. Embedding 

learning into the program budget ensured staff and partners were informed about issues, themes or 

shifts at local, national and global levels, keeping the program relevant at all times. 
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Influencing health systems 

 

A key contextual issue for OAU’s work in South Africa was the idea that development will be better 

placed if duty-bearers are held to account by the rights holders themselves. The role for advocacy 

was seen as an important dimension to working in an integrated way and resonates with Phillips’ 

(2011 cited in Drimie 2012, p. 9) research on partner advocacy mapping, that argued it was 

impossible to successfully deliver HIV and AIDS prevention, treatment, care and support programs 

without engaging in advocacy work. Right from the beginning, advocacy was essential in creating and 

maintaining the conditions for partners to conduct their work, engaging with power structures to 

influence change, the impacts of which reach beyond the realm of direct activities. These ranged from 

engagement with formal institutions such as local, provincial and national government departments, to 

working with more informal structures such as tribal and religious leadership (Phillips 2011 cited in 

Drimie 2012, p. 9). 

 

Partners regarded stigma and discrimination towards people living with HIV as the most pervasive 

negative force shaping resistance to the implementation of HIV and AIDS programs. It was also at the 

heart of political and social obstructions to the ability of individuals to access testing and treatment, 

care and support when required (Deacon, Uys and Mohlahlane 2005 cited in Phillips 2011, p.17). So, 

the OAU program’s focus on de-stigmatising naturally evolved into advocating for better access to 

treatment and care, and looking at alternatives to inadequate government-provided services:  

 

… that’s where we also started ... looking at home-based care and … working with partners 

and building their capacity to work around policies. … there was one time when [partners 

were] looking at volunteers, you know policies around home-based carers as volunteers who 

were delivering HIV services in South Africa and how that also evolved, and actually how 

really Oxfam worked with partners building their capacity, to a point now that partners really 

do engage with policy discussions and also contribute to some policies that have changed. 

(Staff reflection 2015) 

 

Emerging from the home-based care, COP (led by CHOiCe, a partner already leading on home-

based care work and able to train other partners), were initiatives to influence national policy on 

community health care workers – leveraging off past work with partners to develop gender and HIV 

policies within their own workplaces. These COP platforms were OAU’s way of both responding to 

and supporting partner work in these critical areas: 

 

… we needed to respond to an issue with innovative ideas and things like that because if we 

left it to partners, partners wouldn’t have time to think about other innovative ways, so we had 

the resources, we had the skills, we had the platform to do that… (Staff reflection, 2015) 

 

Later work that OAU and partners did around treatment and care, contributed to other impacts. New 

health issues emerged as a result of people taking ARTs or being on long-term treatment, and led to 

questions about whether the health system would be able to cope in the long-term. Concern grew 

about the health system as a whole: was there infrastructure, support and capacity to cope with the 

evolution of the HIV and AIDS response?  

 

A proposal for National Health Insurance (NHI) was put forward by a trade union in 2010, but there 

was a sense that this could not be delinked from existing work and dialogues around access to the 

health system and quality of services. OAU identified that the community voice was missing and that 

the role of partners in influencing the proposal was important due to the potential impact on the quality 

of services for communities. There was a risk that patient-centric approaches, as fought for by the 
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HIV/AIDS Prevention Group (HAPG) in Bela Bela, would be diluted
23

. Drawing on past successes with 

partners to influence national policies on gender and HIV helped focus OAU’s thinking and action on 

the NHI in communities, and a process commenced to bring the end user voice into the policy 

conversation. Community consultation processes to identify gaps were initiated, and ways for local 

organisations to participate were tested and practiced. Unfortunately, the process stalled after this 

initial joint action research was completed. It became clear that it wouldn’t be a ‘quick win’ campaign 

like past program advocacy successes – the nature of the work was going to be long-term, and was 

an area of influencing that perhaps the OAU program was not ready for, nor not willing to take on, 

given its more supportive, facilitative, ‘behind the scenes’ approach to partner advocacy, rather than 

taking the lead itself: 

 

…we had a look at influencing, we did research, we did papers and all that, but … I think we 

might have missed a huge [opportunity] in terms of helping ... maybe if we really had a clear 

strategy at the office, and clear plans around advocacy and influencing. [But] we [would] do it 

and drop it, ad hoc-ly. [Sic] We wouldn’t follow things up … and maybe that could have [been] 

one area that, if we had continued, [we could have] really play[ed] a big role in and be clear. I 

mean the program as a whole had clear objectives and all that, and we [would] do plans, but 

rarely when it comes to advocacy. (Staff reflection 2015) 

 

What is clear though, through both Phillips’ (2011) research and staff reflections for this learning 

paper, is that OAU was influencing health systems through its work with partners and its engagement 

with civil society and government, but perhaps not as effectively as it could have been. This is linked 

to reflections on the way the program M&E outputs (i.e. reports, research, case studies and learning 

papers) were used, as well as aspirations around sharing and socialisation which were not fully 

realised. 

 

Towards integration 

 

Partner work continued to evolve as the epidemic demanded programming become more holistic, 

reflected in the overall OAU program approach, which was starting to become more integrated in 

response. Despite numerous challenges, the interventions that partners adopted attempted to 

address all of these issues (Mabizela 2009, p. 10). 

 

At the same time, new ways of working or thematic foci were emerging that didn’t necessarily fit into 

the country strategy and program design. Internal processes such as M&E were also changing, and 

there was increasing recognition on the program side that OAU was “forcing partners to fit into an 

objective … that was how the funding was framed or organised at that time” (Staff reflection 2015). 

 

The program’s growth in its last phase had seen the establishment of new thematic programs relating 

to food security, children’s social protection and WASH. However, donor and programmatic reporting 

and management had become overly complex and cumbersome because in reality, the differentiation 

between these programs was quite blurred. Despite partners working across multiple, overlapping 

programs to address complex issues facing communities (Drimie 2012, p. 1), they were forced to fit 

into one program funding stream. As reflected upon by an OAU staff member (2015): 

 

… when things started to shift, [and] treatment came to be … we all thought that we’d found 

the answers… because even with the food security program, it was formulated on the basis of 

… responding to HIV and AIDS. …So … when WASH came to be, the lessons were coming 

through, and partners were not looking at one [issue] … because … JOHAP was happening 
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 36 

in silos of objectives, where partners that were doing care, partners that were doing HIV, and 

partners that were doing the enabling environment which was looking at the rights and 

policies. So then the trend was that partners were supported around those things, and they 

had to fit within that, but there’s a tide and the things were shifting. But bearing in mind that 

we never shifted from the base, which was HIV. All this [new] work was to respond to HIV but 

then proceeded to come in, and we couldn’t ignore those, we couldn’t ignore gender issues, 

because then, those things were forcing us to respond to that. 

 

Responding to this disconnect between the practice and conceptual frameworks, NLV emerged, 

building on past programming rather than taking on a new direction or focus. NLV provided a more 

effective way of seeking linkages between issues confronting communities, predicated on a lack of 

basic needs, and ensuring that these needs were met over time. The chosen thematic focus areas 

improved health outcomes, improved livelihoods, and increased access to social protection and rights 

and were agreed upon as appropriate, building on the OAU program’s proven strength and 

experience but also bringing these together in a way that played to the strengths of partners and the 

needs identified within communities at the grassroots (Drimie 2012, 7-8). 

 

Fast forward to 2014 and 18 months of delivering the re-visioned OAU program: Drimie’s (2014, p. 4) 

analysis in the NLV mid-term review is that ‘integration’ seems to be more explicit in OAU’s work and 

continues to emerge from the grassroots rather than as a top-down approach, through an approach of 

careful community facilitation, social dialogue, diagnosis and learning, and recognition that the 

multiple, overlapping issues facing communities cannot be addressed through silos (Drimie 2014, p. 

6). The integrated approach allows partners to better ‘identify the links’ between factors underpinning 

social vulnerability and prioritise these according to what particular community members articulate. 

This empowers partners, and, in turn, the communities that they work with, to begin engaging the 

structural underpinnings of vulnerability such as holding local government to account for non-delivery 

and poor services. This last point in particular resonates with OAU’s work in health systems, where 

challenges still facing partners are that “local public health services seem to be deteriorating every 

day” with “no treatment available for infectious diseases, no vaccines for children and no antibiotics”. 

Despite the gains of the program described, the overarching question still remains: how to effectively 

engage the public health system? (Drimie 2014, p. 6).  

 

As one staff member reflected, a key challenge for the program is that being constantly ‘agile’ or 

‘responsive’ means there was never time to consolidate. One strategy to compensate for this was to 

build up a strong documenting practice, but this was incomplete, as discussed earlier in relation to 

influencing and advocacy, in that the dissemination wasn’t prioritised enough. This is a general lesson 

for the OAU program, but also in relation to the challenges with the NHI work and engaging the public 

health system. 

 

There is a sense among the staff who engaged in the reflection process that if that program had 

continued, using NLV more explicitly, it would have been better positioned to take on some of the 

weaknesses described in the reflections and program documentation. For example, the indications 

from the last three years of NLV are that the program was re-gearing to focus once again on 

prevention, but was well placed to also influence topical debates on issues like the state of sanitation 

in schools (building on the WASH work), the structure and access to the health system for poor 

communities (building on the home-based care and NHI work) and the increasing urban vulnerability 

in urban settings (an emerging issue) – all themes that were explicitly explored in NLV. 
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Coming full circle? Some conclusions… 

 

Reflecting back on whether the OAU program, over the period 1998-2015 reached its ‘destination’, a 

staff member (2015) commented: 

 

… there’s so much around the health systems of the country, and looking at vulnerabilities of 

our communities and people at community level... There’s …still a lot to be done, and there’s 

inequalities still around health systems… so going back again to partners influencing the 

government, shifting the government in the directions, and also like-minded organisations that 

have huge monies that can play that role, to have interest in shifting.. For me... it’s those 

organisations that have the resources that have … a genuine interest to change the tide.  

 

A key reflection from staff (2015) around the original aims of the program, to de-stigmatise HIV and 

AIDS, and work on prevention and treatment, was that:  

 

…we [are] happy to see people not dying anymore, getting well, going to work and ensuring 

having parents … somehow prevention got lost, fell along the way, and maybe now, the 

lesson in this time in NLV we’re learning that actually prevention should be elevated, should 

be the priority … (Staff reflection, 2015) 

 

A further staff comment on the observation that prevention was put aside was:  

 

…remember we started off as a prevention organisation, that’s what we were doing, and then 

we tracked the epidemic and we went along with it, and now our partners are saying, well we 

forgot about prevention as we got into the treatment and care thing. So if we were doing this 

anymore, we would also be building a stronger prevention focus in our work I think… which is 

exactly what we are trying to talk about, is the fact that we’ve had the observation through 

[staff] around the lack of prevention activities, it comes through in one of our reports [on 

adolescent health in 2013] ... we discussed that, and then, that’s been confirmed by partners. 

So again … its evidence that we are tracking the progression of the epidemic, and its impact 

on the health system. (Staff reflection 2015) 

 

There is indeed a lot of evidence that the OAU program was able to keep pace with changes in the 

development world; it is one of the best documented Oxfam programs globally
24

, despite the sense 

that this was not leveraged as much as it could have been. In many instances it was even ahead of 

emergent issues, particularly in HIV and AIDS, and health systems. The responsiveness to partners 

and the external environment was a hallmark of the South Africa program: recognising that reflection 

and learning is an important enough part of practice to occasionally stop and undertake a process of 

contextual analysis, consultation with partners and external stakeholders alongside internal reflection, 

to then redesign and put forward the next phase.  

 

It seems inevitable that had the OAU program continued, the next phase would have come full circle 

to focus once again on prevention but also have a much stronger focus on disseminating and 

influencing the lessons and best practice examples. As one staff member (2015) commented: “We 

were driven by ideas. … We [were] full of ideas, full energy of ideas. We needed just another three 

years”. 
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Introduction 

 

This paper is a response to the recommendations that came out of the mid-term review (MTR) of the 

Oxfam Australia’s South African 3-year (2012-2015) No Longer Vulnerable program conducted in 

2014. The MTR stated that there should be an elaboration of the concept of vulnerability to share as 

different ways of working, based on the South African experience. The idea behind No Longer 

Vulnerable was that it was a trial, with the experiences of partners and staff forming the basis for 

reflection on the notion of vulnerability, and what it means in reality. 

 

Specifically, the program was intended to target vulnerability as a measure of programming, using 

an integrated approach
25

. With regards to gender, it called for a response on how to place women 

more centrally as both actors in development and as one of the primary foci of Oxfam’s [South 

Africa] work, as well as offering a nuanced approach to specificity – in other words – the different 

forms of discrimination urban and rural women may face.  For example, one of the key questions that 

the mid-term review set out to address was: how has the program addressed vulnerability (as a focus) 

and if it hasn’t, what can be done going forward using vulnerability as a measure? The responses and 

learning related to this question are located in several sections of the MTR, namely, that the 

integrated approach and/or working in an integrated manner and/or integration (there has often been 

an interplay with usage of these) allowed civil society partners to “identify the links” between factors 

underpinning social vulnerability and to prioritise these according to what community members 

themselves articulated. Partners are empowered, and, in turn, the communities in which they work  

begin engaging the structural underpinnings of vulnerability such as holding local government to 

account for non-delivery and poor services. But the flipside of this was also recognized. That is: that 

intervention and strategies can also contribute to deepened states of vulnerability for the communities 

and/or individuals. 

 

The MTR acknowledges that the No Longer Vulnerable program set out to have a strong gender 

analysis. It found that work had been done internally with staff and externally with partners and other 

groups to develop the skills to recognise and respond to the need to place women more centrally as 

both actors in development and one of the primary foci of Oxfam’s work. It recognises that the aim to 

reduce vulnerability is essentially gendered work and provides women with spaces to bring their own 

solutions, make their own choices and build solidarity, and is pivotal for ongoing program work. 

 

The MTR questions and recommendations, in particular, are specific to ‘gender’ and ‘vulnerability’ as 

two separate responses, but in this paper the two ‘concepts’ will be viewed as intrinsically connected, 

and the terms will be used interchangeably; this builds on the sentiment of the MTR that work around 

vulnerability cannot be gender-blind and gender neutral.  

 

Taking a step back 

 

As was stated above, both concepts are very central to the NLV program. Not only is ‘vulnerability’ 

explicit in the title of the program, but one gets a sense  when reading through the formative 

evaluation that was undertaken to verify the initial stages and approaches of the NLV program. It 

seems that the concept of ‘vulnerability’ was a collective word that resonated with the Oxfam program 

team (and partners) throughout various processes that informed the evaluation and confirmed the 

Program Framework in terms of objectives, focus areas and theory of change. It can be said that it 

was catalytic in informing the formation/development of the program, as a descriptor of ‘states of 

being’ and as a ‘state to be altered’, and as an analytical term that aided sense-making of the 

                                                        
25

 See Mabizela and Harber’s learning piece, titled “Integration” for a more comprehensive understanding of 
the integrated approach 



 41 

integrated approach that would set out to address multiple overlapping issues, capture impact and 

attribution and learn from that which do not fall neatly into framework and boxes.     

 

However, what is lacking in the mentioned documents is an agreed upon definition of vulnerability, 

and thus it is difficult to use the concept as a yardstick, and for the required interrogation of the word. 

The term ‘resilience’ was avoided, as vulnerability was seen as a far more accurate reflection of the 

state of communities rather than a false notion of being resilient in the face of multiple stressors and 

shocks. Being no longer vulnerable was therefore a state that the program sought to achieve.  

 

Despite vulnerability not being fully defined per se, the program makes a strong statement around the 

employment and utilisation of a power analysis. This approach is strongly in line with how gender 

work is approached. Beyond sharing the centralisation of the importance of power analysis, the two 

concepts also “share” similar theoretical investigation of what “it” is, and is clearly articulated in the 

program framework: 

 

Oxfam has adopted a conceptualisation of gender that has been shaped by the strategic 

analysis of the context in which it operates.  Oxfam thus understands ‘gender’ as being 

reflective of the unequal power dynamics that exist in a 

society/community/organisation/household whereby those rendered most vulnerable are 

predominantly girls and women across categories of marginalisation i.e. race, class, age, 

literacy/education, geographic location, disability, sexual identity, sexual orientation. The 

unequal power dynamics within society/communities/ organisations/households place men in 

positions of power and maintain the myriad of vulnerabilities that confront girls and women. 

These unequal power dynamics are a consequence of beliefs, values and practices, all of 

which inform the opportunities that either facilitate or hamper access to resources and 

services.  Oxfam observes that these power dynamics are intricate as they are influenced by 

where in the hierarchy of vulnerabilities an individual/group is located.  A further layer of 

complexity relates to the fluidity of the hierarchy of vulnerabilities that occurs as contexts 

change
26

.   

 

So just as gender is not fixed but fluid and dynamic, so are the concepts of vulnerability and power: 

an individual, or a group of individuals, moves in and out of vulnerability and power/powerlessness. 

This is where understanding intersectionality becomes imperative: intersections of class, race, 

location (in the world, country, and community), sexuality and gender orientation and expression.  

 

With regards to gender, one could say that NLV’s articulation is that of gender being used 

synonymously with ‘women’. This point is made taking into consideration the ambition of the program 

of women being ‘actors’ and one of the primary foci of Oxfam’s work. Where the NLV program is 

lacking is that if it had to be serious about ‘gender’, as a clearly articulated statement, it would have 

attempted to address the aspects of power in gender relations, as through civil society partners’ work, 

and/or to strengthen more directly partners’ approaches to look at the totality of social organisation, 

economic and political life. Through this, it would address vulnerability in a more holistic way, which 

navigates privilege and power given by social and cultural hierarchies. Despite the above, our civil 

society partners’ work and OAU’s support through funding, organisational development, capacity 

development, networking support and information sharing has shown attribution/an impact that 

demonstrates that incrementally, women’s conditions improved.  
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OAU practicing ‘gender’ 

Since the introduction of the Single Management Strategy (SMS) in 2010, and the attendant changes, 

and the Oxfam Australia country office beginning the implementation of the NLV program, new ways 

of working emerged. One of the new ways was to intentionally work towards gender being a cross-

cutting issue in the program, as well as actively ensuring that women were centrally placed within the 

program.  

 

Sharing and learning together 

A couple of processes were happening concurrently at this stage.  In an effort to consolidate 

underlying objectives and practices of NLV, a couple of programmatic interventions are highlighted 

below to demonstrate what could be considered achievements to this end: 

 

In 2011, Oxfam Australia contracted Gender DynamiX
27

 to develop and facilitate a seminar 

series around sex, gender, sexual identity and orientation. The series was held over three 

months with representatives from Oxfam in South Africa partner organisations and affiliates 

that work around gender within their organisations and communities. The series allowed for 

in-depth discussions to deepen understandings of the complex issues around gender, 

sexuality and identity, with the aim to be able to recognise and integrate how this impacts on 

the ability to deliver on programs where women and gender are at the centre of capturing 

data and programmatic reflection. This was a very important step in bringing together unlikely 

partners, and we can say that this seminar series was a foundation that contributed to gender 

being more considered by partners who did not have an overtly gender program; deepened 

gender work and allowed for the creation of alliances and networks where these 

conversations could continue; and/or gender coming through more strongly in, for example, 

program work, proposals and publications.   

 

In 2012, the VOICES event, a significant gathering of Oxfam partners, colleagues and staff, 

provided an opportunity for partners to share their experiences and some of the strategies 

they were using to influence change within their work. The learning event intended to provide 

a platform for partners to share lessons and experiences; continue to build the collective for 

action; discuss, debate and learn together; and begin the process of crafting a common vision. 

Most of all, the event was intended to allow voices to be heard. 

 

The bringing together was not always a space of comfort, but rather of discomfort and riddled with 

tensions.  This also surfaced in work that solely focused on fostering solidarity between women, as a 

category. The case in point is the culmination of the 4-year project that focused on “Organising 

Marginalised and Vulnerable women” where sex workers, home-based care workers and farm 

workers were brought together over the period and, through the process of reflective writing, “found 

the power within” and the “power between”. This is captured in the foreword of the book where it is 

stated that the journey was emotional and inspirational of sharing and learning. This statement, and 

those that come through the referenced book, demonstrates that the NLV program was on the right 

track by stating that a power-analysis is at the centre of vulnerability and to move towards measuring 

it. Power analysis is always at the centre of gender analysis and program as one wants to build 

solidarity across divides, confront patriarchy, dominance and oppression in all its various 

manifestations.   

 

More examples lie in the Community of Practice that was set up by Oxfam Australia between April 

and June 2013 around the theme of Transformational Women’s Leadership. Initially, through funding 

from the ANCP and the OAU Gender Justice Hub, and Oxfam Canada (OCA) in-country could 
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embark on an understanding and engaging as a team and as partners on Transformational Women’s 

Leadership.  Activities during this time included the mapping of various interventions undertaken by 

partners and their theories of change around women transformational leadership, focusing on internal 

organisational practices with the aim of strengthening programming (externally) to escalate impact, 

and a two-day reflective process in a collective forum in May 2012. The work undertaken in the 2012-

2014 financial years aimed to facilitate networking, sharing and linkages between the South African 

partner, gender activists, academics and other interested parties around the proposed topics relating 

to Women’s Transformational Leadership, and to contribute to continuous learning amongst partners 

and affiliates in and across countries through a community of practice facilitated webinar series with 

the Oxfam team in South Africa (consisting of Oxfam Canada and Oxfam Australia staff) and some of 

the OCA and OAU partners.  

 

This was a ‘learning, linking and sharing’ virtual platform to further promote the South African Program 

focus on gender and to deepen the understanding of women’s transformational leadership through 

networking, linkages and sharing between academics, activists and women and men working in 

marginal sectors of gendered work. The facilitators report (Salo, 2013) goes on to say that the 

participants experienced the webinars as enriching lessons, enabling them to theorise from their 

specific experiences and identities, to identify aspects of difference between women’s realities and 

how this informs the diversity of feminists’ perspectives.  

 

The following statement from the report (Salo, 2013: 5) could be demonstrative of the increased 

confidence of partners around sex, gender and vulnerability: 

 

Some participants were able to challenge presenters across the divides of class and 

education about their conceptual toolkits and the discourse used that did not speak to their 

specific realities…Participants challenges included questions interrogating the role funders 

play in setting the agenda of women’s gendered struggles on the ground; the gap in the 

webinar series addressing the gendered inequality in customary law (a challenge made by 

JAW), as well as in relation to the complexity of sex, gender, work, and power that sex 

workers experience  

 

 

Building the program: Bringing in Gender Partners 

During 2012, Oxfam Australia recognised the necessity to include two partners who were part of the 

previous Oxfam Canada program namely, Women on Farms Project (WFP) and Rape Crisis Cape 

Town Trust (RCCTT), to strengthen the gender component of its work. Support to WFP focused on 

the viability of food cooperatives to improve food security for poor and vulnerable women who had 

organised themselves into a worker cooperative and were successfully farming restaurant-quality 

mushrooms using a diversified livelihoods option by producing mushrooms in a container.  

 

The support to RCCTT enabled the organisation to continue its Birds and Bees Program, which 

focused on changing the negative social norms of young people by supporting them with the skills 

and knowledge to become peer educators so that they in turn could support and refer victims of 

sexual bullying and violence. This demonstrates, programmatically, a move towards bringing the 

concepts of gender and vulnerability together in implementation. In the case of WFP, responding to 

vulnerability is found in the nexus of sex [woman], class [poor], race [black] and location [rural]. In the 

case of RCCTT, which had a strong preventative element, the work extended to working with 

adolescent boys.  

 

Working with men and boys  

The question around working with men and boys has come up in various forums hosted by OAU, by 

both staff and partners, during the lifespan of NLV. Responses to these were usually that NLV is a 
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women-focused program and initially it would not primarily focus on work around men and masculinity 

to promote women’s rights and gender equality. This position came from early reflective work by OAU 

– an 18-month contract with Rebecca Freeth to kick-start conversation around approaches to work 

with men. If the NLV was to be continued, it would have been important to integrate some of the 

partners’ work around involving men, namely PACSA’s setting up of men’s groups, JAW’s 

conversations with mixed groups on their gender dynamic, and Project Empower’s internal 

conversations and reactions. More strategic thought and clear focused dialogue with OAU staff and 

partners around this could have steered the program into beginnings of working around gendered 

relations and ‘flattening’ the patriarchal hierarchy. 

 

Women as the primary focus of OAU’s work 

Women’s inclusion as a primary focus featured in many ways through partners’ work.  HIV and AIDS 

prevention and care work included basic nutritional gardens as a support mechanism for care in a 

context where nutritional enrichment was an urgent necessity, with food gardens being established at 

schools and homesteads. In some instances, it formed part of the income generation work undertaken 

by partners such as Woza Moya, Isibane, and HACT, where they operated a craft income generating 

project that manufactures and sells craft products through local or on-site shops, international 

networks and online sales. The work JAW does illustrates this too:  

 

There is extreme poverty in communities where JAW provides services. Through the Savings 

and Loans groups, JAW supported women to take charge of their own lives and take 

collective action to solve problems. In 2015, 19 groups saved R 2, 275,79.00.  The amounts 

saved by groups are increasing, indicating strengthened understanding of financial literacy. 

Savings were used for children’s tertiary education, to complete family rituals, or for building 

houses. Through these actions, women have become financially independent.  

 

Such integration evidenced a positive impact on unemployed, illiterate women and children who had 

previously reported struggles in accessing food due to unemployment or being orphaned. This clearly 

is a move to bettering women’s condition, that is, integration of more focused gardening and crafts 

projects into these programs contributed to supporting some beneficiaries’ access to food security, 

thus contributing to their health and wellbeing.  

 

Women’s leadership was promoted, in some instances as an unintended effect of partners’ project 

work, through increased community dialogue, by partners like Project Empower, Justice and Women 

(JAW), AIDS Legal Network (ALN), KwaMakhutha Community Resource Centre (KMCRC), HIV/AIDS 

Prevention Group (HAPG) and Tholulwazi Uzivikele (TU). Women’s leadership groups are strongly 

represented in clinic, early childhood development and policing forums. Partner activities supported 

women’s participation in leadership to boost their confidence and self-esteem. As a result, women 

actively participated in partners’ projects that supported them to become economically empowered 

and ensure their households became food secure. Due to increased awareness and knowledge 

around gender issues (e.g. partners work at personal empowerment and conscientisation level, 

towards working collective power and agency like the work of JAW, WFP, Project Empower (PE), etc.) 

an improvement was noted around skills and practices in contesting gender inequality. Most of the 

partners’ work has mainstreamed gender issues so as to give women a platform to be heard, obtain 

leadership positions, be able to discuss issues that disadvantage them and engage in discussions 

that seek solutions. Some examples that can be shared from partner reports include: women 

becoming actively involved in community task teams; becoming forum leaders; and becoming leaders 

of farmer learners groups, saving and credit groups and farmer associations. Such activities and shifts 

provided an opportunity for both men and women to engage with inequality, and ensured that women 

were in a position to make informed choices and mobilise other women around policy engagements 

and decisions. 
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Moving towards ‘measuring’ 

Early on in the program, it was realised that dynamism and fluidity, together with intersectional 

analysis, contributes to the richness of development programs and implementation. However, they 

also add to the complexity and can bring fuzziness to the hierarchy of prioiritisation, intervention, and 

then what change is intended. For example, although a group of women together may be stronger, 

less vulnerable and have collective power, an individual woman from the group may actually 

experience more vulnerability and ostracisation at a personal level, from the community at large, 

because of conscientisation and ‘empowerment’, and this goes both for being physically woman, as 

well as for the choices made – such as around sex, sexuality, and employment. 

  

Above shows that there was a programmatic move towards bringing the concepts of gender and 

vulnerability together in implementation. Furthermore, there was the ambition, through commissioning 

the drafting of a gender MEL framework, to move towards measuring gender and vulnerability, and its 

interplay. 

 

The draft MEL framework brings together these two concepts by way of example: 

Box 1: Examples: Complexity of power dynamics and the resulting vulnerabilities
28

 

 

Fatima is a manager of an early childhood development (ECD) centre in the community.  She 

is assertive within staff team meetings but less so at Board meetings as she is self-conscious 

about her lack of formal education compared to other Board members, of whom: the owner of 

the centre is a white woman (university educated); the treasurer is a white man (university 

educated); and the chairperson is a black man (university educated). 

 

Thoko is a 23 year old lesbian woman who is confident to negotiate around safe sex practices 

with her partner but when seeking Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights (SRHR) services 

from the local clinic, does not reveal her sexual orientation/identity because of the negative 

treatment she has observed others receive when revealing their sexual identity/orientation to 

medical staff. 

 

 

It further acknowledges: 

 

As the NLV programme does not have objectives that explicitly reflect the emphasis of shifting 

gender inequalities, the [draft MEL] framework provides a way in which to align this focus to 

the existing objectives and also to the overall ‘theory of change’ that underpins this 

programme.  The framework outlines gender indicators at the level of ‘output’, ‘outcome’ and 

‘impact’ for each of the NLV programme objectives.   

 

In order for the gender M&E framework to be translated into practice, guiding tools to aid the analysis 

at each reporting level (partners, OAU program coordinators, and MEL advisor) were suggested and 

set out. Examples were given of how the tools for each level of reporting would facilitate the analysis 

of gender and vulnerability at each stage, with the intention that there would be a deepening of the 

analysis along the reporting chain, as well as alignment with the Integral Framework that informs 

NLV’s theory of change.  

 

The gender MEL framework confirms that gender still remains a complex issue that needs to draw up 

on a range of different approaches over time so as to effect sustainable change. Reported partners’ 

                                                        
28 Parenzee, P 2014 draft  M&E Framework: A guide to track shifts in addressing unequal power dynamics that maintain the vulnerabilities 
confronting girls/women 
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approaches are described in terms of inequality where most of the partners’ work indicates 

organisations’ engagements with men and women, and boys and girls, in recognition that men have 

an important role to play in addressing gender inequality. This still remains to be further explored and 

bedded down. 

 

Upon reflection 

 

In moving towards tentative conclusions to draw these reflections together, a number of key directions 

can be distilled for working with gender: 

 

Organisations should be explicit and unapologetic about being ‘strategically essentialist’ by including 

women as a programmatic focus. Binary data that captures the categories of women and men may 

be necessary and important when there is this focus on women, and an aim to combat poverty and 

improve the overall standard of living of the poorest and ‘most vulnerable’ sections of society. 

Consideration needs to be given to the use of the term ‘vulnerability’. First, it can be patronising 

and relay a state of victimhood. Second, there is also a need to have a clear definition of what state of 

‘vulnerability’ needs to be shifted, and what the positive shift will look like. 

It is helpful to realise the important role of the ‘imagined community’ of women (Mohanty, 1991). 

This is especially the case in a community established from shared oppression. Building temporary, 

negotiated coalitions across various spheres of specific issues can be beneficial, such as the four-

year writing project that brought together sex workers, women farm workers and women home-based 

care workers. This also includes collaboration of partner organisations with similar gender-based foci. 

However, these coalitions, networks and efforts to foster solidarity can be conflictual and bring about 

tensions. Thus, we have to be mindful of the importance of changing identities like race, class, sexual 

orientation and gender identity. However, bringing together ‘unlikely partners’ brings in new skills and 

approaches that contribute to the integration of programming and can result in the creation of new 

alliances. 

Consistent internal gender training can address discriminatory attitudes and strengthen the 

organisation’s capacity to use gender as an analytical concept in planning, monitoring and reporting. 

This is central to ensuring that shifting states (negative and positive) are documented and strategies 

are developed to contribute to the betterment of women’s position in society. Gender training with 

men is an important part of the strategies needed to end sexual oppression and gender inequality. 
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Introduction 

 

Contestation is a necessary generator of development and can bring about positive change, and be 

both constructive and destructive in nature. Positive or constructive contestation allows people to 

develop their understanding of issues they face and bring about relevant and meaningful solutions to 

problems. Contestation in South Africa has become more frequent and, at times, has led to violent 

protests. Although often seen as a negative phenomenon, positive outcomes from social tensions are 

achievable, and contesting issues and views within communities can contribute to new solutions that 

bring about necessary changes in communities – referred to as ‘constructive contestation’.  

 

A contextual pre-condition for constructive contestation is one in which a community and its 

individuals have strong trust relationships with each other and with the organisations and institutions 

that support them. Trust has been described as a “fundamental ingredient or lubricant” (Mayer, Davis 

and Schoorman, 1995: 709) for social interaction. Current protest or activism in the South African 

context often targets either government action or inaction: “Lack of trust towards specific incumbents, 

for instance, can transform itself into a distrust of different political institutions, and ultimately, of the 

political system as a whole” (Blind, 2006: 5). This statement illuminates one of the connections 

between trust and contestation, the topic of this paper, that the lack of trust can and does foster 

contestation. Whether this turns out to be constructive or destructive is decided by further interplays of 

trust on various levels (national, provincial, community etc.). 

 

This learning paper therefore examines the interplay of two fundamental (if at times subtle) actions 

within Oxfam Australia’s (OAU) program framework for its South Africa program, No Longer 

Vulnerable (NLV): trust and contestation (constructive). The concept and definition of trust will draw 

on Rotter’s (1967) trust model, and then be tested in two case study examples in the area of 

community access, voice and influence: the HIV/AIDS Prevention Group (HAPG) and 

Pietermaritzburg Agency for Community Social Action (PACSA). The trust model is a revisit of 

Rotter’s original model, as described in Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995). Following this review 

and interrogation, the implications for learning will be drawn out and reflected upon. 

 

Background 

 

The OAU program in South Africa has placed significant focus and intent around the partnership 

approach and ways of working. This approach works to strengthen and support civil society 

organisations so that communities are agents of change within their own environments, from 

themselves as individuals, within their households and families, in their communities, within their 

municipal area and, more broadly, the province, country, region and global contexts. 

Critical to the success of the program in South Africa is the well-established and tested program 

management framework. The underpinning, largely unarticulated principles that guide the practice of 

implementing the framework include: partnerships based on mutual respect, transparency and open 

communication; and Oxfam’s active relationships with, and deep knowledge of, the partners’ work. 

 

The partnership model combines resources, such as funding coupled with ongoing collaboration 

between individuals within OAU and partner organisations, linking and networking with other 

individuals and organisations, learning together, developing skills and technical knowledge, 

appropriate research that develops partners’ capacity, and ultimately facilitates communities to take 

control of their own development as rights holders, particularly through influencing and advocacy 

around government delivery (duty-bearers). OAU has a strong commitment to participatory, reflective 

relationships with locally-based partners embedded in communities, which then allows for a number 

of positive developmental outcomes to emerge.  
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Promoting active citizenship in South Africa 

 

OAU, in partnership with the community-based organisations it supports, looks to strengthening 

communities’ awareness of their own agency, voice, and mobilisation; their influence over duty-

bearers as rights holders; and their ability to hold these duty bearers to account and contest the 

inequality within the systems. This approach looks at the demand side for change, as outlined by Rao 

and Kelleher (2005). 

 

Trust and trust building, both between OAU and partners, and between partners and the communities 

where they work, form a ‘fundamental ingredient or lubricant’ for social interaction (Mayer, Davis and 

Schoorman, 1995: 709).  

 

A formative evaluation conducted in 2012
29

 and the subsequent theory of change, outlines the divide 

between government and communities, and how critical supporting, enabling environments are to 

bringing about positive social change and increasing people’s voices. As communities’ awareness of 

their own agency and voice, and action, such as community mobilisation, increases, communities are 

more likely to contest power to bring about social change and the possibilities of new political and 

social relations for positive development outcomes. Contestation is then a necessary generator of 

development, can bring about positive change and can be both constructive and destructive in nature. 

Positive or constructive contestation allows people to develop an understanding of the issues they 

face and bring about relevant and meaningful solutions to problems. 

 

Contestation in South Africa has become more frequent and, at times, has led to violent protests. The 

divide between government and communities is evident in the number of local protests against local 

authorities. These protests may be violent or peaceful, but there is a clear dissatisfaction with the 

management of a municipality for example. These protests express a range of community grievances 

and have taken the form of mass marches, protests and violent confrontations. In 2014, there were 

191 major service delivery protests staged against local government (see Figure 1). This is the 

highest number since 2004 and accounts for 25% of all protests over the 11 years this data has been 

collected and analysed. 

 

Figure 1: Major service delivery protests by year, 2004 - 31 May 2015)
30

 

 
 

Although often perceived as a negative phenomenon, positive outcomes from social tensions are 

achievable, and contesting issues and views within communities can contribute to new solutions that 

bring about necessary changes in communities and could be seen as constructive. 

 

                                                        
29 The Oxfam Australia Program Framework for South Africa Formative Evaluation, Scott Drimie, June 2012 
30 Source: Municipal IQ Municipal Hotspots Monitor, 3 June 2015, Press Release 
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The interplay between trust/non-trust and contestation is an interesting one: “Lack of trust towards 

specific incumbents, for instance, can transform itself into a distrust of different political institutions, 

and ultimately, of the political system as a whole” (Blind, 2006: 5). This statement highlights the 

connections between trust and contestation, that the lack of trust can and does foster contestation. 

 

Using examples from case studies of two longstanding OAU program partners, the HIV/AIDS 

Prevention Group (HAPG) and Pietermaritzburg Agency for Community Social Action (PACSA), this 

interplay will be examined by reviewing the series of decisions and actions taken by the community 

and partner organisations who were essentially ‘unhappy’ and wanting change.  

 

Case Study 1:  HIV/AIDS Prevention Group, Bela Bela 

 

The HIV/AIDS Prevention Group (HAPG) is a largely layperson-managed wellness and health 

program in a small town called Bela Bela, in the Limpopo province of South Africa. It is an effective 

network of people providing appropriate and accessible HIV and AIDS services within a community 

affected by high rates of employment, poor access to quality health and other basic services. 

Residents of the community are able to access this medical care and antiretroviral program. HAPG 

initially started out addressing prevention through awareness campaigns and grew to include home-

based care, support for orphaned and vulnerable children, support groups for people living with HIV, 

testing and adherence, counselling, and mentoring when antiretroviral therapy (ART) became 

available. 

 

HAPG works from a strong community mandate. It developed in the 1990s and slowly took shape 

through continual dialogue and engagement, ensuring that the program is driven and led by the 

community. The connections with the community are driven by the volunteers who conduct the 

awareness campaigns; the support group members who are themselves community members; and 

the leadership of the organisation, who ensures that it is grounded within and part of the community. 

HAPG, through their well-considered and respectful approach, have built community members’ 

confidence in the organisation to deliver on their mandate, and the confidence of community members 

to speak out for their own wellness, as well as that of the broader community. This stability as an 

organisation, in their mandate and their relationships with others, both formal and informal, speaks to 

their values of openness and trust: 

 

An important aspect of HAPG is that the organisation has never taken the initiative on behalf 

of the community; it might lead an activity for some time, as a facilitator, but would then 

encourage and assist the community to gradually take over the responsibility and ownership. 

Thus by building community cohesion, social behaviour is adapted and strengthened. The 

power that this has instilled in the community was never more evident than when District 

Health tried to take over HAPG (Ryan and Drimie, 2014: 43). 

 

In 2009, the District Health Facility attempted to take over all aspects of the HAPG program. They 

were told that the Health Department would close the clinic and all patients had to be transferred to 

the Primary Health Care (PHC) Wellness Clinic run in conjunction with the state hospital. Patients 

who had been moved across to PHC Wellness Clinic run by the local state hospital experienced 

limited access to good quality health care and treatment. The poor attitude towards HAPG, which 

patients saw as part of their community, angered them. Patients felt that the state had not consulted 

and engaged them as recipients of the care, the community or with HAPG and that their voice was not 

being heard. They decided to take action, as they did not have any influence over the decision the 

state had taken. 

 

Patients wanted access to better health services and decided to mobilise and contest the decisions of 

the state to close the HAPG clinic. This was done through demonstrating that they were not satisfied 
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with the level of service from the state and refusing to be transferred. Patients met to discuss their 

concerns and decided to act, as they wanted change. Patients decided to speak out and contest the 

poor treatment by the state.  

 

Various appeals to the provincial officials went without response and the state did not meet their 

demands for good quality service. Patients continued to complain that they were not receiving their 

treatment, that they had been refused routine blood tests to measure their CD4 count
31

, and if lucky, 

had received their blood tests late, and were generally treated with disdain by the nursing staff. Of the 

490 patients from HAPG that were forced to transfer, 130 stopped treatment with the result that ‘so 

many died within a year’ (Ryan, 2014). The hospital remained unmoved, using the order from 

Polokwane to justify their refusal to allow HAPG to take on old patients.  

 

In the meantime, HAPG provided as much home-based care to their old patients and continued with 

support groups. Large numbers of volunteers took the HAPG list, divided the township into 

manageable areas, and went to see everyone to assess how they were doing.  

 

Through lobbying from HAPG and supporters, patients refusing state services and community 

protests, a memorandum of understanding was established for HAPG to receive treatment and 

support from the Limpopo Province to continue give support and treatment to patients. This meant 

people in the Bela Bela community could make choices about how and where they access health 

services. This process was not without its challenges, and politics with the local Departments of 

Health stalled the process for over two years. However, through the local community’s mobilisation 

around the closure they achieved the positive outcome of the provincial government reinstating HAPG 

to continue to dispense treatment with government funding. 

 

Case Study 2: Pietermaritzburg Agency for Community Social 

Action and the Electricity Action Group 

 

The Pietermaritzburg Agency for Community Social Action (PACSA) is a faith-based social justice and 

development organisation that operates in the uMgungundlovu region of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 

PACSA’s work and practice seeks to enhance human dignity and is reflected in the notion ‘nothing 

about us without us.’ 

 

PACSA’s theory of change involves supporting the emergence of alternative repositories of power in 

local communities, the contestation of power, and how social change is able to shift this to bring about 

new political and social relationships for positive change. PACSA uses accompaniment of 

groups/organisations, dialogue and an action/reflection approach for people to reflect on their 

situations in order to transform, as its process for change.  

 

Currently PACSA partners with 18 local community partner groups, at their request, who engage 

directly in development and social change work in their own communities. The community groups are 

all based in economically poor communities around Pietermaritzburg. One of these community 

partner groups is the Electricity Action Group (EAG). In 2010, this group, with support from PACSA, 

started out due to the lack of access to basic services. The EAG is an advocacy group of concerned 

people, campaigning to achieve a specific objective through community mobilisation, advocacy and 

campaigning through social media, marches, pickets and demonstrations, meetings with municipal 

officials and political parties. The EAG is a network of mostly women community activists, 

                                                        
31 A CD4 count is a lab test that measures the number of CD4 T lymphocytes (CD4 cells) in a sample of your blood. In 

people with HIV, it is the most important laboratory indicator of how well your immune system is working and the 
strongest predictor of HIV progression 
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campaigning for access to affordable and sufficient electricity, including free basic electricity for poor 

households using the prepaid meter system in the Msunduzi Municipality. The EAG has more than 

200 members across ten communities in Msunduzi Municipality.  

 

The national allocation of Free Basic Electricity is 50 kWh. After PACSA had conducted research 

which shows that households require a minimum of 350kwh the Msunduzi municipality shifted their 

policy to 200kWh, but did not apply this to households on pre-paid meters. Once the EAG started 

demanding their right to free basic electricity, the Msunduzi rescinded their earlier decision and 

reverted back to 50 kWh.  

 

The EAG were being ignored by district and municipal structures around why pre-paid meters 

systems in their households did not allow them access. They were able to meet and organise a 

community-led response
32

.During the ongoing struggle, the community employed various methods. 

The EAG occupied municipal offices, picketed, marched, attracted broad solidarity from civil society, 

unions and the general public and they approached the Public Protector for intervention and the case 

is now being taken forward by the Legal Resources Centre. 

 

Despite the frustrations and the bureaucratic attempts to weaken the effects of the group, their ability 

to reflect, learn and adapt to the changing environment saw it emerge more cohesive and confident. 

The group was invited by the National Energy Regulator South Africa (NERSA) to make an oral 

presentation on ESKOM’s (the electricity utility) submission for a 16% increase in the cost of electricity 

in November 2012. At that hearing they made a strong case that electricity has become unaffordable 

for many households and that NERSA should reject ESKOM’s application. Their presentation was 

broadcast on national television and contributed to NERSA only allowing an 8% increase in electricity 

costs in South Africa. 

 

PACSA, in their act of solidarity and support, provided spaces for people to talk and think together, 

assistance for collectives such as the EAG to identify their aims and how to achieve these, support to 

groups as they build their movement and their voice, and facilitation of useful linkages within the wider 

community and other services, including training, research and communication support. 

 

PACSA and the EAG will continue to advocate for a fundamental change in the tariff structure, 

including the universal access to a basket of free services, to ensure that services are affordable for 

poor households in the municipality.
33

 The campaign’s focus on the local Msunduzi Municipality to 

prioritise the voices and needs of its majority constituency – poor households.  

 

Trust and trust building – a model 
 

The question of trust and trust building, and the relationship to constructive contestation, may seem 

straightforward on the surface, but has proven far more complex on closer examination. Key to this is 

the need for a strong and well-developed definition of trust and how it operates. For this, dictionary 

definitions are not enough to fully understand the implications of trust within the context and situations 

in which the OAU program and its partners operated: “trust is an efficient means for lowering 

transaction costs in any social, economic and political relationship” (Fukuyama, 1995); “It is the 

underpinning of all human contact and institutional interaction” (Tonkiss et al., 2000; Misztal, 1996). 

The concept and foundations of trust requires close attention; therefore in order to better understand 

                                                        
32 More on the work with the EAG can be found in the Barefoot Guide 4, p. 78ff,  
http://www.barefootguide.org/uploads/1/1/1/6/111664/barefoot_guide_4_exploring_the_real_work_of_social_change-
lo-res.pdf 
33

 http://www.pacsa.org.za/images/docs/Nersa%20Eskom%20increase_2013.pdf 

http://www.barefootguide.org/uploads/1/1/1/6/111664/barefoot_guide_4_exploring_the_real_work_of_social_change-lo-res.pdf
http://www.barefootguide.org/uploads/1/1/1/6/111664/barefoot_guide_4_exploring_the_real_work_of_social_change-lo-res.pdf
http://www.pacsa.org.za/images/docs/Nersa%20Eskom%20increase_2013.pdf
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the question, a functional model was chosen to assist in the reflection on the case study example: 

Rotter’s model (1967), which was revised by Mayer, Davis and Schoorman in 1995. 

 

To understand this model and the various interactions that occur within it, one must first consider the 

factors of trustworthiness. What are the conditions that allow for the building of a relationship of trust? 

There are a number of precursors to trust (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995), and a range of terms 

that can be used. To name a few: competence, consistency, integrity, loyalty, receptivity, ability, 

competence, benevolence, goodwill, and reliability. The list goes on, but one can quickly start 

grouping terms for similarity. The model discussed in this article is an adapted version Rotter’s model 

(Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995). This adapted model is more streamlined, and thus provides a 

more concise choice for use in this document. Here there are three core trust precursors: ability, 

benevolence and integrity. These work along with the ‘trustor's’ propensity to trust, something unique 

to every individual, their personal and situational circumstances. Depending on existing relationships 

or knowledge, one may be more or less likely to give high scores to the various trust precursors 

depending on the people and\or circumstances involved. A brief overview of these factors is below to 

inform the case study analyses. 

 

1. Ability: For this to be an active factor, the trustee would have prominent skills or proficiency in a 

particular area, a competence that balances against the risk and risk-taking behaviour, which the 

trustor must take account of. 

2. Benevolence: the Oxford dictionary definition is "The quality of being well meaning; kindness". 

This focuses on the suggestion or perception that there is a positive or beneficial connection that 

exists between the trustee and the trustor that does not have any reliance on self-serving 

outcomes. 

3. Integrity: This focuses on the trustor's perception that the trustee abides by a certain set of 

conventions and principles that the trustor regards as permissible. 

 

For the model to function, these three factors all interact and interrelate with one another, though 

depending on the case being put through the model, their specific importance and impact may vary. 

‘Trustworthiness’ should also be considered as a scale or continuum (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 

1995), rather than one of two absolutes, i.e. trustworthy or not trustworthy. Depending on the situation, 

these three factors can be measured differently, and would then need to be taken as a whole in 

assessing the final level of trustworthiness. Obviously, a high level of all three factors would result in a 

high level of trust overall, but meaningful trust can still develop with examples of lesser levels from all 

three points. That said, in the same way that high levels of the three precursors build trust, low levels, 

or lack thereof, can actively undermine trust. 

 

An example of the trust continuum as taken from Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995): 

 

A highly able manager does not demonstrate high integrity but forms an attachment to a 

particular employee. The manager repeatedly demonstrates strong benevolence toward the 

employee, providing resources even at others' expense. Will the employee trust the manager? 

On one hand, it can be argued that if the employee has no reason to doubt how the manager 

will behave in the future. On the other hand, if the manager's integrity is questionable, can the 

employee help but wonder how long it will be until the manager betrays her or him as well? 

Whether or not the employee will trust the manager depends in part upon the employee's 

propensity to trust. In addition to propensity affecting trust when there are no data on 

characteristics of the trustee, propensity can enhance the effect of these factors, thereby 

producing a moderating effect on trust. 

 

An added factor critical for most functional trust models is the element of risk. Although trust can and 

does often exist without risk, when trust manifests into a trusting action, then risk comes into play: 



 55 

“The fundamental difference between trust and trusting behaviours is between a willingness to 

assume risk and actually assuming risk” (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995, pg. 724). The concept 

of risk manifests itself in this model as ‘perceived risk’ and ‘risk taking in relationship’, explained below.  

 

Below, in its simplest form, is the trust model being utilised for this paper. 

 

 
Figure 2: Trust model (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman, 1995: 715) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To the left, there are the three core factors (ability, benevolence, integrity), and how they feed into 

trust. Note how the trustor's propensity interplays with the precursors as well as with trust itself. 

Following on from the establishment of trust, but before trusting action is taken (leading to risk taking 

in the relationship), we see perceived risk inserting into the model. Once the perceived risk has been 

established, trust becomes a trusting action, which in this model is referred to as risk taking in the 

relationship. There are then the outcomes that result from the risk taking in the relationship (trusting 

actions). These outcomes feed back into the three primary trust precursors, with either positive or 

negative reinforcement, thus starting the cycle again. 

 

Application of the Trust Model to the case study PACSA/EAG 

 

Using the process and events surrounding the establishment of the Electricity Action Group (EAG), 

and the subsequent partnership with PACSA, a working example has been developed. This process 

has been simplified
34

 in order to streamline the example into an easy-to-follow process. To recap, the 

primary goal of the EAG is for the poor households in the uMsunduzi Municipality (in 

Pietermaritzburg) who use the pre-paid meter system, to have access to 200kWh of free basic 

electricity. The local community had issues with access to services, issues with lack of voice in terms 

of the ability to speak out, and little influence in the decision-making. 

 

In this example, the community and EAG are the trustors (Hereafter referred to as the trustor). 

PACSA
35

 has been working in Pietermaritzburg since 1979, and during these decades of service to 

local communities there has been a firm establishment of the three core trust precursors, ability, 

benevolence and integrity, insofar as local communities view them. It is difficult to pin down the 

trustor’s exact propensity, but taking into account who the trustor is and what their goals are, it is safe 

to assume the propensity for trust would be covered by one or more of the three trust precursors in 

this scenario. 

                                                        
34

 For more in depth information around the EAG, please follow this link to the relevant page on the PACSA website.  
35

 For a more in depth description of their decades of service to the PMB communities, see their home page. 

http://www.pacsa.org.za/partners-donors/donor-partners/139-community-partners/electricity-action-group#!Communitygroups4
http://www.pacsa.org.za/about-us/history
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In short, we are claiming that trust exists between the trustor and PACSA. For any true reflection of 

trust, there needs to be risk taking, which in turn requires a perceived risk. Much like the trustor’s 

propensity, it is difficult to say with utter certainty every single one of the exact risks, as the trustor is 

an entire community, and thus there would be a great deal of perceived risks that would make up 

parts of the whole. However, once more, if we take into account what the trustor is comprised of, the 

historical problems such communities are faced with, as well as the issues laid out by organisations 

working with these communities (see footnote 17), one can begin to build a list based on the 

information available. A few examples are: community action against local government causes a tit for 

tat reaction or a closing of ranks among involved government officials creating further difficulties for 

the embattled community. Then, there is also the monetary and time cost associated with a 

community coming together and taking action against an entrenched/greater power. Whenever 

meetings between large groups of people take place, there are always financial costs to it, ranging 

from transport to food and location. Furthermore, there is always the potential for lost income to those 

who may need to take time off work to attend. Connected to this is the fact that organising and 

attending such meetings takes time, for which people are not reimbursed and in addition, puts 

pressure on people’s individual daily commitments. These perceived risks are obviously needed for 

risk taking in the relationship to be possible. In the case of this trustor, they went ahead with the risk 

taking in the relationship, this being taking community action against the local government with the 

support of PACSA in order to realise the goals of having access to 200kWh of free basic electricity. 

The final aspect of this model is the outcomes. In this scenario, the trustor was successful in coming 

together as a community and beginning action against the local government without fragmenting. The 

outcomes then feed back into the precursors in order to begin the flow again regarding the next step 

of needing trust to function. 

 

It should be again noted that this model is adjustable, depending the level (national, provincial, 

community etc.) you want to view. Technically, every single decision, small or big can be adapted to 

run through this model. Obviously, it would be impossible to map all of them out for a multitude of 

reasons, sheer numbers aside. Figure 3, which follows, is a simplified example of three major points 

along the EAG timeline and how they feed into each other.  In Figure 3, model 1 is a condensing of 

what was laid out previously regarding the initial stage of the EAG establishment. One can see how 

the success of that fed directly into all three of the precursors in the next model, thus allowing for the 

continuation of a trusting relationship. Within this relationship, PACSA always counselled a 

considered and peaceful approach to the problem. Model two covers the potential split of approaches 

on how best to move local government to change. With peaceful protest, there is the risk that 

government may believe they can ‘afford’ to ignore it or postpone their response. Furthermore, 

peaceful and considered action can often take longer to inspire a response then the simpler and more 

visceral, violent approach, thus many of the original risks were still in play. In this case, with the 

support and resources of PACSA at hand, the result is a positive response from government. The 

model can be seen as a dynamic cycle which is constantly being reinforced by positive outcomes. 

The risk for model 3 was in response to the fact that local government did not follow through on their 

promises, and continued movement along the path of peaceful action may have resulted in further 

broken promises, amongst other risks. Once more, the action was to follow the guidance of PACSA 

and push a peaceful and legal route, bringing the court system into play in order to further pressure 

government to action. The outcome has been that an out of court settlement has been rejected and 

an actual court date has been decided, with the potential for an amazing precedent to be set. 
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Figure 3: Trust model in application 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To further put this in context, here is a paraphrased statement from PACSA which helps illuminate 

how they embody the precursors previously laid out.  

 

“PACSA does not speak for, think for or act on behalf of their community partners. They do 

not make decisions for community partners.  They will not do anything which people can do 

by themselves. They are autonomous and speak for themselves and act on their own.  They 

have their own spaces and strategies to influence. Their relationship with our community 

partners is very clear. If they over step the boundaries they are disciplined, both by partners 

and by themselves as a team within PACSA. Their principles around autonomy as PACSA 

are therefore respected also in their community partners.  It is important that the reader not 

Represents the 
dynamic cycle 
which is 
constantly being 
reinforced by 
positive Outcomes 
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understand these principles as an ethical decision (even regardless of such a value); rather, 

these principles have their basis in the framework of how they conceptualise their context – 

struggle must be led by groups in struggle; and substantial change requires deep rootedness, 

analysis and leadership by the actors in struggle.”
36

 

 

 

Application of the Trust model to HIV and AIDS Prevention Group 

(HAPG), Bela bela 

 

In applying the trust model in Figure 2, HAPG could be identified in the role as trustee and the Bela 

Bela community the trustor. The model outlines the core factors or precursors for trust and trusting 

action by the community for HAPG as ability, benevolence and integrity.  From the case study, factors 

that contribute to these precursors for trust and trust building with the community include: HAPG has 

been working within the community for many years and established a credible reputation through the 

community-led approach they have adopted; their active openness and willingness to listen and 

respond as community members; they have expressed a need for action and support which adds to 

the strength of the perceived trustworthiness of the organisation through a high degree of integrity and 

benevolence. HAPG is a collective of highly skilled and able people who lead by example, from a 

place of having experienced many of the challenges themselves as individuals, and are active 

members of the community of Bela Bela. The ability of HAPG to respond appropriately and effectively 

to community-led needs has been demonstrated through their programs and initiates over the years. 

One would be able to conclude from the application of the Trust Model that there is a high degree of 

trust in the relationship between the trustee (HAPG) and the trustor (the Bela Bela community).  

 

Using the example outlined of the closure of the Bela Bela (BB) clinic and the feeling of frustration of 

the community members who had reduced access to good quality health services, limited voice and 

no influence over the government’s decision to close the BB clinic. The community faced various 

options in terms of their decisions and action. Two paths were open to the community: accept the 

closure and the poor service offered or challenge the situation. A decision was taken by the 

community to challenge the status quo and express their unhappiness with the quality of service they 

were receiving from the government clinic. The community met, raised their concerns and decided to 

act. They developed a strategy, established leadership and took action.   

 

Once a decision was taken by the community to speak out and contest the poor access to health 

services, decisions around how this would be done needed to be taken. Many protests within South 

Africa have resulted in violent protests with destruction of property and injury or risks for both 

community member and government officials. A decision by the community was taken to follow a 

peaceful protest and to lobby government through requests and queries around the reasons behind 

the closure and raising concerns around poor services offered by the government clinic. 

 

These are both critical moments in terms of the community decisions around a risk taking behaviour, 

and one could argue that the relationship of trust with HAPG facilitated a constructive decision and 

action to speak out and contest the status quo and peacefully protest against the poor service delivery 

by the government. 

 

  

                                                        
36 Oxfam reflective piece on Alliances and Networks within the civil society sector by PACSA within ‘The Power is in People’ 
publication.  
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Conclusion 

 

This paper proposes the argument that should a high level of trust and strong trust building 

relationship be active between a partner and community, the decisions and actions taken by the 

partner and community have a greater likelihood of positive development outcomes such as an 

increased voice by partners and community members, increased access to essential service, and 

partners and community members having an increased sense of influence through their actions and 

decisions. This paper introduces the argument that contestation can be a driver of change and 

constructive contestation can bring about positive change. The examples of HAPG and PACSA 

demonstrate the connections between a high degree of trust between a partner and community 

members and constructive actions being taken with support from partners towards these positive 

development outcomes. 

 

Both examples show the critical moments where the trustor made constructive decisions and actions 

to contest the situation and bring about change and therefore positive development outcomes. One 

could argue that the relationship of trust between the trustee (partner) and the trustor (the community) 

was critical in the risk taking behaviours by the community to challenge their sense of limited voice, 

access and influence.  

 

An effective partnership with another organisation, NGO, NPO etc. is often key to the successful 

strengthening of a community’s voice, access and influence. A strengthened voice, access and 

influence is, in turn, an indication of the NLV framework and program functioning effectively. Trust is 

critical for the continued success of a partnership for a variety of reasons, including the successful 

strengthening of positive developmental outcomes, which impacts the success of the NLV program.  

 

For the PACSA example, recall the picture of the three connected trust models; the first can be 

viewed as a trust partnership giving strength to a partner’s voice. With support from PACSA, the EAG 

spoke up with an empowered voice against local government in order to better their situation. The 

second could be an example of empowering community influence. With continued support from 

PACSA, the EAG used peaceful protest and dialogue to influence local government into responding 

and making promises. The third critical moments display how, through in partnership with PACSA, the 

EAG gained greater access in that the community group was able to utilise the court system to bring 

about a result in their favour. 

 

Overall, the contestation over better and fairer access to electricity and health services by the 

respective partnerships of PACSA, the EAG, HAPG and the community were non-violent and proved 

constructive in their engagement of local government – constructive, not just in the methods used in 

calling local government to account, but also constructive in the growth of voice, access and 

influence amongst the local community. Throughout this period of contestation, the trusting 

relationship between the partner organisation and the communities involved proved to be a key lynch 

pin in the continued momentum of community action. 

 

Relating the concept of connected trust models to the Bela Bela example, we can see a similar 

pattern form. Bela Bela supported the community to take control of their own lives and provided direct 

and practical support around consistent, reliable and effective access to essential services around 

wellness and health. Once more, it can be seen that constructive contestation was fermented from the 

relationship of trust a community had in the ability, integrity and benevolence of a service provider,  to 

the extent that active citizenship and self-actualisation took hold within the community, allowing them 

to form their own voice to effectively influence government into relenting on their attempts to infringe 

on the communities’ access to trusted healthcare provision via Bela Bela. 
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Some of the common qualities and precursors for trust as outlined in Rotter’s Model, and evident in 

both PACSA and HAPG are: long-standing and well-established relationships with the communities 

where they work, a sense of developed credibility over time; communities seeing them as valuable in 

bringing about change; a demonstration of values of respect, dignity, openness and trust; and the 

provision of an enabling environment for communities to meet and engage constructively and support 

the connectedness and fluidity of the community. Further extension of this model to examine if these 

qualities are evident within more partner organisations within the NLV program would be valuable and 

provide an insight into types and quality of partners selected by Oxfam. One could take this analysis 

further to examine the desired outcome for positive development being accelerated by constructive 

contestation and this enabling environment being dependent on deep trust between community-based 

organisations and communities. This type of analysis could provide insight into the qualities of 

community-based organisations that bring about positive social change within their contexts. 
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