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Parenting, recognized as a cornerstone of child 
development, confronts multifaceted challenges 
worldwide. Socioeconomic disparities, limited access  

to health care, inadequate educational provisions, and societal 
pressures collectively contribute to the complexities 
encountered by parents.1 However, within the South African 
context, these challenges are compounded by unique 
historical, socioeconomic, and political factors. Despite the 
nation’s progressive policies and commitment to children’s 
rights, deep-rooted inequalities persist, alongside insufficient 
support structures for parents and caregivers.

1	 Chatterjee, P, and Njoroge, W.. Parenting in global contexts: an introduction. In P. Chatterjee & 
W. Njoroge (Eds.), Parenting in Global Perspective: Negotiating Ideologies of Kinship, Self and 
Politics. Routledge; 2020:1–12.

2	 Statistics South Africa. (2021). Statistical Release P0302: Mid-year population estimates 2021. 
Retrieved from http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0302/P03022021.pdf

3	 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). (2019). Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention

4	 Republic of South Africa. (1996). Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. Government 
Gazette, 378(17678).

South Africa’s child population, estimated at 22 million, 
remains particularly vulnerable due to widespread poverty, 
inequality, and associated risks.2 The government, a signatory 
to various international and regional treaties safeguarding 
children’s rights, bears the responsibility of providing 
comprehensive and sustainable parenting support.3,4 The 
South African Parenting Programme Implementors Network 
(SAPPIN) envisions, for the period 2024–2030, the 
universalization of parenting support aimed at fostering 
caregiving practices across the lifespan. This initiative seeks to 
ensure that South African parents and caregivers receive the 
requisite services and assistance essential for nurturing 
healthy, well-rounded children.

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0302/P03022021.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention
https://sappin.org.za/
https://sappin.org.za/
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The Importance of Universal Parenting Support

5	 Ward, CL, Sanders, MR, Gardner, F, Mikton, C, and Dawes, A. (2016). Preventing child maltreatment in low- and middle-income countries: what 
is needed to build the evidence base for effective implementation of parent support programs? Child Abuse and Neglect, 54:97–107. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.11.002.

6	 United Nations General Assembly. (1989). Convention on the Rights of the Child. Retrieved from https://www.ohchr.org/en/
professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

7	 African Union. (1990). African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. Retrieved from https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7783-
treaty-0026_-_african_charter_on_the_rights_and_welfare_of_the_child_e.pdf

8	 https://sappin.org.za/
9	 https://sappin.org.za/advocacy-strategy-2024-2030/

Universal parenting support is not solely a 
developmental requisite but also a rights-based 
imperative, essential for upholding children’s 
entitlement to survival, equal opportunities,  
and the realization of their full potential.5 This 
endeavor is pivotal for fostering human capital  
and facilitating inclusive, sustainable development 
on a global scale.6

The Government of the Republic of South Africa 
(GRSA) has pledged its commitment to ensuring 
that all parents and primary caregivers receive the 

necessary support to provide nurturing care  
and safeguard the well-being of children. This 
commitment is deeply entrenched in the  
nation’s ratification and endorsement of  
various international treaties and development 
frameworks, including the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child. These instruments 
underscore the obligation of states to bolster 
parents and caregivers by ensuring the sustained 
delivery of high-quality support services.7

SAPPIN’s Vision for Parenting Support in South Africa 

SAPPIN8 is the South African Parenting 
Programme Implementers Network:  
a network of 21 nonprofit organizations 
working to support parents across South 
Africa since 2017. SAPPIN is a formally 
registered entity since October 2023.

SAPPIN’s vision for the future of parenting support 
in South Africa is based on its strategy for 2024–
2030 (SAPPIN Advocacy Strategy 2024–2030),9 
which aims to universalize parenting support in 
South Africa to ensure children receive nurturing 
care from conception to adulthood. This is based on 
the premise that parenting support is a right and 
essential for children’s holistic development. 
Despite South Africa’s commitments to children’s 
rights, there is a lack of comprehensive, publicly 
provided parenting programs. This has resulted in 
significant gaps in services, particularly affecting 
vulnerable families and perpetuating 
intergenerational poverty and inequality.

SAPPIN’s theory of change emphasizes the need  
for systemic strengthening to ensure sustained 
provision of parenting support. It envisions a future 
where all parents and caregivers are empowered to 
provide nurturing care, leading to improved child 
outcomes and reduced multidimensional poverty. 
SAPPIN sets forth objectives to advocate for policy 
and systemic changes, including mainstreaming 
parenting support in national development plans, 
establishing monitoring and accountability 
mechanisms, and strengthening global and regional 
frameworks.

Key strategies include mobilizing civil society, 
collaborating with like-minded organizations, 
building evidence-based interventions, and 
fostering knowledge sharing within SAPPIN. 
Ultimately, the goal is to create an empowering 
environment where parenting support is recognized 
as a national priority, leading to improved 
outcomes for children and families across  
South Africa.

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7783-treaty-0026_-_african_charter_on_the_rights_and_welfare_of_the_child_e.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7783-treaty-0026_-_african_charter_on_the_rights_and_welfare_of_the_child_e.pdf
https://sappin.org.za/advocacy-strategy-2024-2030/
https://sappin.org.za/advocacy-strategy-2024-2030/
https://sappin.org.za/advocacy-strategy-2024-2030/
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Policymakers’ Vision, Direction, and Action Steps for Parenting  
Support in South Africa 

10	 https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/social-development/white_paper_on_families_in_south_africa_2013.pdf
11	 https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202107/44799gon586t.pdf

Government and policymakers wield considerable 
influence over the landscape of parenting support 
in South Africa. The insights of Mastoera Sadan, the 
Chief Sector Expert at the Social National Planning 
Commission Secretariat, shed light on the vision, 
direction, and necessary action steps required by 
the government concerning parenting from an 
official standpoint. Sadan emphasizes the 
paramount importance of supporting families as 
synonymous with supporting children, asserting 
that policymakers must prioritize parenting support 
as a cornerstone of national development agendas, 
recognizing it as a fundamental right crucial for 
children’s holistic development. In her words:

“The primary duty for childcare and support 
lies with families, while the state must 
provide the necessary infrastructure and a 

suitable and safe environment for them to do so. 
When families are unable to, the state has to 
provide the necessary care and support.” 

In other words, it is essential to integrate parenting 
support into national policies and development 
plans, establish robust monitoring and evaluation 
frameworks to ensure accountability, and foster 
collaboration with civil society organizations and 
international partners. 

Sadan refers to the 2013 White Paper on Families,10 
which identifies three priorities: promoting healthy 
family life, strengthening the family, and preserving 
the family. While aiming to promote and support 
families, the policy seeks to address the financial 
and social pressures many families face. However, 
critiques of the policy highlight its moralistic 
undertones and narrow expressions of family life  
in South Africa, suggesting that it adheres to the 
nuclear family norm and may not reflect the diverse 
familial structures present in the country. The 
revised White Paper on Families in South Africa11  
in 2021 introduces fundamental and subtle 

changes, presenting a more enlightened posture. 
Sadan notes that while the policy emphasizes 
strengthening family bonds, it also advocates for 
supporting families in dissolving relationships 
amicably when ongoing conflict or abuse persists.

Investing in evidence-based interventions and 
knowledge-sharing initiatives enables policymakers 
to create an enabling environment where parenting 
support is both accessible and effective in 
enhancing child outcomes and breaking the cycle 
of intergenerational poverty and inequality. 
Through concerted efforts and strategic actions, 
policymakers can realize a future where every child 
in South Africa receives the nurturing care they 
deserve, fostering a more equitable and prosperous 
society. Sadan underscores the importance of 
partnering with civil society organizations in 
complementary ways, emphasizing that building 
relationships and collaboration are crucial for 
enhancing the well-being of families amid the 
myriad challenges and stressors they face.

In addition, Janeli Kotze, Deputy Director of 
Research Coordination, Monitoring, and Evaluation 
at the Department of Basic Education in South 
Africa, states that:

“Ensuring universal access to parenting 
support demands a systematic approach, 
necessitating robust coordination among 

government departments and between 
government and social sector partners. 
Providing comprehensive and integrated 
support to families entails collaboration among 
the departments of health, education, social 
development, and local government to form an 
integrated safety net for families. Historically, 
social sector partners have been pivotal in 
providing family support. Hence, strategic 
coordination between the government and 
partners is imperative to ensure that the most 
vulnerable communities receive requisite 
assistance.” 
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Exploring Perspectives on Parenting Strategies and Future Directions  
From South African Parents and Adolescents 

To ensure SAPPIN meets the needs of 
parents, it’s crucial to hear from the parents 
and adolescents themselves. To do so, 
interviews were conducted with participants 
linked to SAPPIN, including parents and 
adolescents from SAPPIN nongovernmental 
organizations in the Western Cape, Eastern 
Cape, Gauteng, and KwaZulu-Natal 
provinces. These interviews shed light on a 
clear vision for improving parenting support 
in South Africa.

Parents emphasized the importance of active 
listening and communication, highlighting the need 
to be attentive to teenagers without judgment and 
to maintain open and communicative relationships. 
As one parent expressed:

“To be a good listener, especially to 
teenagers, and also not to judge them and 
be open and communicative.” 

Additionally, they stressed the significance of 
instilling positive values such as respect, 
responsibility, and emotional understanding in 
parenting programs. According to another parent:

“I’ve learned to listen to my child, hear her 
voice, and be a role model to her.”  

Concerns about community challenges such as 
substance abuse, unemployment, and parenting 
difficulties were also voiced, underscoring the need 
for government to provide mental health services, 
family-friendly policies, and community programs. 
Another parent emphasized the impact of substance 
abuse on communities, stating:

“Drugs are one of the biggest challenges we 
face in our community.”  

A young participant echoed similar concerns, 
stating:

“Peer pressure, drugs. We would love our 
children to live in a drug-free community.” 

Other parents shared similar concerns, particularly 
regarding safety, financial stability, and societal 
respect. They echoed the call for government 
action, advocating for more job opportunities, 
improved rehabilitation centers, and widespread 
access to parenting programs. An interviewee 
emphasized the importance of shared parenting 
responsibilities, stating:

“It’s important that men and women share 
parenting responsibilities because one 
hand is not enough to raise a child, 

especially when you’re a single mother.  
It’s too difficult for one parent.”

Image credit to Alicia Ndlazulwana
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To address these issues and support families 
effectively, the participants and SAPPIN 
emphasized that the government should prioritize 
job creation, expand community-based parenting 
programs, address substance abuse and crime, and 
allocate additional funds through grants and 
support initiatives. By providing comprehensive 
support to families, South Africa can transform its 
approach to family well-being, creating a better 
future for children and fostering a more equitable 
society.

Addressing South Africa’s Human 
Capital Crisis
South Africa faces a significant human capital  
crisis that hinders the achievement of its 
sustainable development goals. Despite 
considerable investments in social services, 
development outcomes for most children have  
not improved. Many children, especially those  
from historically marginalized communities, are 
not reaching their developmental potential due  
to inadequate support of parents and caregivers  
by the government.

Key statistics from UNICEF12 highlight the extent  
of the crisis:

•	 62.1 percent of children in South Africa are 
multidimensionally poor, lacking access to 
essential services such as income support, 
health, nutrition, education, and protection.

•	 Disparities are stark, with 88.4 percent of 
children in rural areas and 82.8 percent of 
children in provinces like Limpopo experiencing 
multidimensional poverty.

•	 The developmental deficits start early, with 
23 percent of children under five years stunted, 
and 57 percent of children in early learning 
programs failing to thrive.

12	 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) South Africa. 2020. Child Poverty in South Africa: A multiple overlapping deprivation analysis. https://
www.unicef.org/southafrica/media/4241/file/ZAF-multidimensional-child-poverty-analysis-policy-brief-07July-2020.pdf.

13	 World Health Organization (WHO), Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence Against Children, UNICEF. (No 
date). Universal parenting support to prevent abuse and neglect: A policy call for national governments.

14	 Naicker, S. (2022, October 11). POLICY BRIEF: How violence and adversity undermine human development. ISS Africa.

These early deficits lead to poor outcomes in 
adolescence and adulthood, contributing to South 
Africa’s low Human Capital Index, which has 
stagnated at 0.43, compared with the global average 
of 0.56. This indicates that children born today will 
only develop 43 percent of their potential by age 18.

Economic and Social Benefits
The return on investment for government budgets 
and societal well-being and other developmental 
outcomes across the life course is substantial, with 
research suggesting that every dollar spent on early 
childhood interventions delivers a 13 percent per 
annum return on investment, through better 
education and improved economic, health, and 
social outcomes.10 Furthermore, a 10 percent 
reduction in adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 
such as abuse and neglect, could save millions of 
disability-adjusted life years.13 

According to research, there are two components 
to ACEs: unfavorable communal settings and 
events that directly affect a child’s life. The latter 
acknowledges elements beyond the family’s 
control that come together to produce an 
atmosphere where a child’s community, school,  
or home become stressful places. A body of well-
established research indicates that early 
experiences and childhood hardships shape life 
trajectories and lay the groundwork for health and 
development. Children who receive responsive, 
attentive care in a secure and stable environment 
are more likely to have healthy, fulfilling lives as 
adults. Conversely, negative childhood experiences 
have been associated with poor health and 
wellness, dangerous conduct, a decrease in human 
capital, and yearly losses of billions of dollars.14

https://www.unicef.org/southafrica/media/4241/file/ZAF-multidimensional-child-poverty-analysis-policy-brief-07July-2020.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/southafrica/media/4241/file/ZAF-multidimensional-child-poverty-analysis-policy-brief-07July-2020.pdf
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Vision and Goal
Taking the key points from the beneficiaries, 
policymakers, and SAPPIN, below are the common 
vision and goal for transforming parenting support 
in South Africa:

•	 Vision: All parents and primary caregivers in 
South Africa are enabled and empowered to 
provide nurturing care and protection, from 
conception and across the first two decades 
This is the direction for ensuring that children 
survive, are protected, and develop their full 
potential.

•	 Goal: Ensure that universal, sustained 
parenting support and services are available, 
accessible, and accessed by all parents and 
caregivers, enabling them to overcome risks 
and harness opportunities to provide nurturing 
care across their life course.

Universalizing Parenting Support
SAPPIN believes that universalizing parenting 
support for nurturing care across the life course is 
the direction for the government to take to address 
the myriad of challenges facing parents and 
caregivers. This direction is grounded in a theory of 
change that believes strengthening systemic 
enablers will lead to increased availability and 
access to essential services, improved nurturing 
care, and better child development outcomes.

Objectives to Achieve the Goal
1.	 Strengthen the national enabling environment.

2.	 Develop a national parenting support policy.

3.	 Create an outcomes framework.

4.	 Strengthen global and regional frameworks.

5.	 Build evidence-based interventions.

6.	 Mobilize civil society.

Addressing Key Challenges
Implementing this advocacy strategy will require 
addressing several key challenges. These include:

•	 Resource Constraints: Securing adequate 
funding for parenting support programs is a 
significant challenge. This requires innovative 
financing mechanisms, including public-private 
partnerships, to ensure sustainable funding.

•	 Coordination and Collaboration: Effective 
implementation requires strong coordination 
and collaboration across sectors and levels of 
government. This involves establishing clear 
roles and responsibilities, promoting 
intersectoral collaboration, and fostering a 
culture of cooperation.

•	 Cultural Relevance and Accessibility: 
Ensuring that parenting support services are 
culturally relevant and accessible to all 
communities is essential. This involves 
engaging with communities to understand 
their unique needs and tailoring services 
accordingly.

•	 Monitoring and Evaluation: Developing 
robust monitoring and evaluation systems to 
track progress and ensure accountability is 
critical. This includes establishing clear 
indicators, collecting data regularly, and using 
data to inform program improvements.

Image credit to Jonathon Rees
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Towards a Transformative Future
South Africa’s unique challenges in parenting 
support require a transformative, rights-based 
approach. By universalizing parenting support and 
ensuring that all parents receive the necessary 
services and support, the nation can break the 
cycle of intergenerational poverty and inequality. 
This proposed strategy sets out a comprehensive 
plan to achieve this goal, emphasizing the 
importance of a strong policy framework, 
evidence-based interventions, and active civil 
society engagement.

Investing in parenting support is not only a moral 
imperative but also an economic one. With 
significant returns on investment, improved child 
outcomes, and a stronger human capital 

foundation, South Africa can build a more inclusive 
and sustainable future. Our vision is clear: All 
children in South Africa should have the 
opportunity to develop their full potential. This 
starts with supporting their parents and caregivers.

By committing to this vision and the relevant 
action steps and working collaboratively across 
sectors, South Africa can create an enabling 
environment where every child thrives. This 
transformation will require sustained effort, but 
the potential benefits for individuals, families, and 
society as a whole are immense. Let us embark on 
this journey together, ensuring that all children 
have the nurturing care they need to succeed and 
contribute to a brighter future for South Africa.

There are different views on evidence. SAPPIN has values and principles that members adhere 
to. This includes an interpretation of “evidence-based” that SAPPIN feels is culturally 
acceptable for country circumstances.

Many studies on parenting interventions, including RCTs, have been conducted in South 
Africa and by SAPPIN partners. For more information on these studies, please contact SAPPIN. 

Evidence

Disclaimer: These are SAPPIN’s views and they do not necessarily reflect the views of the Global Initiative to Support Parents  
and its partners.

Image credit to Jonathon Rees

Ensuring universal 
access to parenting 
support demands a 

systematic approach, 
necessitating robust 
coordination among 
government departments 
and between government 
and social sector partners. 




