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Policy Brief: Amplifying the Voices of Parents and Caregivers 

 Lessons from the Caregiver Learning Through Play (CLTP) 

Consortium Project 

1. Importance of ECD Parenting Programmes and Play-Based 

Approaches 

Early Childhood Development (ECD) parenting programmes are vital, especially in low-resource 

settings where children often lack access to formal early learning environments. These programmes 

equip parents and caregivers with the skills to support their children's cognitive, emotional, and 

social growth, addressing gaps in early learning through play-based approaches. Play-based 

learning encourages curiosity, problem-solving, and bonding, all essential to child 

development. Programmes like CLTP emphasise that learning through play is not just beneficial 

but crucial, particularly for families in resource-poor communities, where structured early learning 

opportunities are rare. 

2. Background of the CLTP Programme 

The Caregiver Learning Through Play (CLTP) programme, funded by the LEGO Foundation and 

led by HOPE worldwide South Africa (HWSA) in partnership with three national organisations: 

Save the Children SA, Ntataise, and the Early Learning Resource Unity (ELRU), focuses on 

creating a systemic change in ECD through responsive caregiving and learning through play in the 

home environment. The consortium leverages the strengths of each partner organisation, covering 

multiple provinces and deeply rooted community connections. CLTP has reached 518 688 parents 

and caregivers and 6858 ECD Practitioners over 4 years, delivering play-centred learning in 

culturally relevant ways that meet local needs. The programme has also influenced the review of 

the Government's National Parenting Programme curriculum. This collaboration has enabled the 

CLTP programme to create a broad, positive impact in ECD across South Africa. 
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3. Typical Parent Profile for Parents and Caregivers of Young Children 

who are beneficiaries of the CLTP Programme 

This profile encapsulates the common characteristics and challenges faced by parents of young children in 

low-income households in South Africa, as per the socio-economic statistics from Stats SA and from data 

collected by the CLTP Programme specifically. 

 

Footprint: 

In South Africa, parents and caregivers of children under six years old in vulnerable communities 

often face significant socio-economic challenges. Understanding their demographic and economic 

profiles is crucial for developing effective support programmes. The caregivers and children reached 

by the CLTP programme live predominantly in rural areas, informal settlements, or low-income urban areas. 

 

Figure 1 Geo-locations where the CLTP programme has been implemented 
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Demographic Profile 

Age Range Caregivers are typically between 18 and 35 years old, with a significant 

proportion of the most interested caregivers being between 27 and 31 years of 

age.  

Gender Predominantly female caregivers, typically mothers, though in some households, 

both parents are present. Most caregivers engaging with these programmes are 

women. It is important to note that 62,031 male caregivers were reached as 

part of the CLTP programme, which is a significant number given the traditional 

lack of involvement and inclusion for males, fathers and grandfathers. 

Language 

and Ethnicity 

The two most represented language groups for attendees of the programme were 

Sesotho and Isizulu, other language groups included IsiXhosa, Afrikaans, 

Siswati, and Setswana and a small group of Tsivenda speakers. It should be 

noted that the language representation coincides with the implementation 

provinces, including: Gauteng, Limpopo, KwaZulu Natal, Freestate, North West 

Province, Mpumalanga and Western Cape. 

Marital Status 

 

Family structures vary, including single, married, cohabitating, and occasionally 

separated or divorced caregivers. This profile underscores the socio-economic 

challenges faced by caregivers in South Africa's vulnerable communities, 

highlighting the need for targeted interventions such as the CLTP programme to 

support early childhood development. 

Household 

Size 

Households typically consist of 4-6 members, often including extended family 

members. Most households include children aged 2-5 years, with families typically 

having 1-2 children. 
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Economic Profile 

Income 

Levels 

The vast majority of CLTP beneficiary households fall into the category of most 

vulnerable, meaning they live below the current South African Food Poverty Line. 

As of May 2024, the thresholds per person per month are: 

 Food Poverty Line (FPL): R796 ≈ $43.94 

 Lower-Bound Poverty Line (LBPL): R1,109 ≈ $61.21 

 Upper-Bound Poverty Line (UBPL): R1,634 ≈ $90.181 

These figures represent the minimum monthly income required per individual to 

meet basic food and non-food needs.  

Child 

Support 

Grants 

The Child Support Grant (CSG) is a critical source of income for many families. 

As of April 2024, the Child Support Grant (CSG) in South Africa is R530 per 

month per child. Additionally, a top-up amount of R260 is available for 

eligible caregivers, bringing the total to R790 per month per child. 2 StatsSA 

reports that approximately 13.2 million children received the Child Support 

Grant in 2024. 3 This extensive reach underscores the grant's role in supporting 

vulnerable families across the country.4 

Food 

Insecurity, 

Child 

Hunger and 

Stunting 

Our contact with beneficiary families confirms that food insecurity is a significant 

issue of concern. As of 2024, food insecurity in South Africa has reached 

concerning levels: 

 National Food Insecurity: Approximately 63.5% of households are food 

insecure, indicating a significant portion of the population struggles to 

access adequate food.  

 Child Hunger: One in four children in the poorest households 

experiences hunger, highlighting the severe impact on vulnerable 

populations. 5 

 Stunting Rates: As of 2024, approximately 29% of children under five in 

South Africa are affected by stunting. This rate is notably higher than in 

some lower-income countries, indicating a significant public health 

concern.67 

 The South African Food Security Index dropped from 64.9 in 2019 to 

45.3 in 2023, indicating a decline in the country's ability to provide 

sufficient nutrition. 8 

 

                                            
1 As of November 24, 2024, the exchange rate is approximately 1 US Dollar (USD) to 18.12 South African Rand (ZAR).  
2 SASSA Grants. (2024). SASSA Grant Increases for 2024. Available at: https://www.sassagrants.co.za/sassa-grant-increases-2024 (Accessed: 24 

November 2024). 
3 SASSA Grant Check. (2024). Child Support Grant. Available at: https://sassagrantcheck.co.za/child-support-grant (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
4 Children Count. (2024). Income poverty, unemployment and social grants: Child Support Grant. Available at: 

https://www.childrencount.uct.ac.za/domain.php?domain=2 (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
5 Farmer's Weekly. (2024). National food survey reveals grim food insecurity levels in SA. Available at: https://www.farmersweekly.co.za/agri-news/south-

africa/national-food-survey-reveals-grim-food-insecurity-levels-in-sa (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
6 Daily Maverick. (2024). To boost national development, stop shortchanging children. Available at: https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2024-10-15-

to-boost-national-development-stop-shortchanging-children (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
7 Thrive by Five. (2024). Thrive by Five Index. Available at: https://thrivebyfive.co.za (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
8 News24. (2024). Food insecurity in SA at its highest in more than a decade – report. Available at: https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/food-

insecurity-in-sa-at-its-highest-in-more-than-a-decade-report-20241021 (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 

https://thrivebyfive.co.za/
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The profile of caregivers and children reached by the CLTP programme confirms 

these statistics. It underscores the urgent need for interventions to address food 

insecurity and its effects on health and development. 

Access to 

Technology 

As of 2024, South Africa's digital landscape presents a mix of advancements and 

challenges: 

 Smartphone Access and Ownership:  

The CLTP beneficiary caregivers reported a higher than average 

ownership of smartphone percentage at 69% (The reported national 

average is approximately 60%), indicating significant penetration across 

various demographics. 9 

 Data Poverty and Affordability:  

Despite widespread smartphone ownership, data costs remain high. The 

average cost of 1GB of mobile data is about 2.5% of the monthly 

income of low-income households, contributing to data poverty. 10 

 Digital Infrastructure:  

Internet usage has increased, with 72% of the population accessing the 

internet. Median mobile internet speeds are around 49.71 Mbps. 

Rural areas face challenges, with approximately 20% of households 

lacking reliable internet access, highlighting a digital divide. 11 

 

These statistics underscore the need for targeted interventions to improve digital 

access and affordability, particularly in underserved communities. 

4. Key insights about the Impacts and Outcomes experienced by 

Parents and Caregiver beneficiaries of the CLTP Programme 

 

  

                                            
9 Datareportal. (2024). Digital 2024: South Africa. Available at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2024-south-africa (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
10 AfPIF. (2024). Africa’s Digital Economies and the Digital Divide. Available at: https://afpif.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/01-Martin-Atkinson-Africas-

Digital-Economies-and-Digital-Divide-AfPIF-2023-v3.pdf (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 
11 World Bank. (2024). Digital Transformation Drives Development in Africa. Available at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2024/01/18/digital-

transformation-drives-development-in-afe-afw-africa (Accessed: 24 November 2024). 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2024/01/18/digital-transformation-drives-development-in-afe-afw-africa
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2024/01/18/digital-transformation-drives-development-in-afe-afw-africa
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5. Amplifying the Success Stories of CLTP from Parent and Caregiver  

Perspective 

The thematic analysis of the success stories in the document reveals several recurring trends and 

themes: 

Key Themes and Trends 

Importance of Play for Development and Bonding 

Across the stories, play is emphasised as a crucial element for children's cognitive, emotional, and 

social development. Many caregivers initially viewed play as non-essential but, through the CLTP 

programme, realised it is foundational to a child's growth and well-being. For example, Marie 

expressed, "I had no idea that play was so important for my child's development," highlighting a 
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common theme where caregivers shifted from viewing play as trivial to seeing it as vital for learning 

and connection. 

Enhanced Parent-Child Relationships 

CLTP consistently strengthened relationships between caregivers and children, especially where 

emotional or physical distance previously existed. Caregivers like Nelly and Mary shared experiences 

of rekindling bonds with their children through play. Nelly noted, "I am very happy that Ntataise has 

sent the facilitator to teach us...ways we must use to help our children learn through play," a 

statement that underscores the transformative role of CLTP in deepening these bonds. 

Empowerment and Confidence-Building for Caregivers 

A recurring outcome of CLTP was the empowerment and increased confidence of caregivers in their 

roles. Amanda, for example, gained confidence in her interactions with other parents and caregivers. 

Goodness, a mother of a child with disabilities, noted, "I used to think play was just for fun, but 

now I understand that it's also a way for children to learn and grow." This theme illustrates how 

caregivers feel more equipped to nurture their children through play. 

Shift in Caregiving Perspectives and Practices 

Many caregivers experienced a paradigm shift in their understanding of caregiving and discipline. 

They moved from seeing play as a diversion to recognising it as a developmental tool. Constance's 

story, for instance, reflects this shift as she replaced punitive approaches with playful engagement, 

which positively influenced her family dynamics. This shift in approach helped caregivers embrace a 

more responsive, supportive role with their children. 

Stress Reduction and Emotional Support through CLTP 

The CLTP programme also served as a therapeutic intervention for caregivers experiencing high 

stress and trauma. Caregivers like Angel described the programme as "like therapy," illustrating that 

beyond learning practical skills, CLTP provided a supportive environment for caregivers to express 

challenges and find communal support. This therapeutic aspect contributed to caregivers' improved 

mental well-being, which then positively impacted their caregiving. 

Application of Play Beyond Structured Environments 

The programme taught caregivers to incorporate play into everyday routines, making it accessible 

and practical even for those with limited time or resources. For example, Dineo remarked, "Now, I 

know that play happens anywhere and anytime," signifying a shift towards integrating playful 

learning into daily life rather than confining it to specific settings. 

Trends and Conclusions 

The stories collectively illustrate how CLTP training catalysed a broader understanding of parenting 

and caregiving as active, empathetic roles. The shift from viewing play as mere amusement to 

recognising it as foundational for development is a central theme, aligning with caregivers' improved 

emotional health, confidence, and ability to nurture enriched relationships with children. 



Page 9 of 15 

 

6. Parent and Caregiver Workshops and Survey for CLTP Scale-up 

Recommendations 

To validate key programme elements, stakeholder insights were gathered through two events. A 

February 2024 workshop engaged 29 caregivers from seven provinces, while an October 2024 

survey at the Reggio Emilia PER Conference included ECD practitioners, caregivers, parents, and 

government officials. These activities confirmed essential components for scaling and sustaining 

impactful programmes, ensuring a comprehensive, stakeholder-informed approach. 

The statements used in the survey included the following key areas: 

 The importance of Play-Based Learning in parenting support strategies. 

 The role of Parental Support in achieving holistic child development. 

 The necessity of Community-Driven Nutritional Interventions within parent support strategies. 

 The value of Flexible and Culturally Relevant Delivery Models to enhance reach and 

participation. 

 The need for Trained and Culturally Competent Facilitators to ensure programme success. 

 The importance of Cost-Effectiveness and Multi-Sector Partnerships for sustainable support 

strategies. 

 The role of Continuous Monitoring, Evaluation, and Data-Driven Adjustments for maintaining 

programme relevance and efficiency. 

 The impact of Policy Alignment and Advocacy on strengthening parenting support 

programmes. 

 The influence of Parental Mental Health on child development outcomes. 

 The need for Collaborative Community Engagement in scaling up support. 

By evaluating stakeholder responses to these statements, we aimed to reinforce and refine our 

strategy based on diverse insights, ensuring that our approach is both comprehensive and 

stakeholder-informed. 

Data Interpretation and Findings from the Stakeholder Survey 

1.1. Survey Participant Demographics 
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1.2. Key Survey Data Findings 
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General Survey Learnings and Recommendations 

Theme Key-Learning 

High Agreement Topics Participants showed strong consensus on the importance of 

several topics. 

Holistic Child Development 

and Play-Based Learning 

Both received unanimous agreement (100%), highlighting their 

importance in parenting support strategies. 

Community-Driven Nutrition 

and Parental Mental Health 

High agreement levels (95%) suggest strong support for these 

as essential components. 

Trained Facilitators (93%) and 

Flexible Delivery Models (89%) 

These were also viewed as critical for effective programme 

implementation. 

Policy Alignment and 

Monitoring & Evaluation 

High agreement (both at 88%) reflects a shared understanding 

of their importance. 

Sustainability & Partnerships While also valued (82%), this topic had a relatively lower 

agreement compared to others. 

Topics with Neutral or 

Disagree Responses 

Areas where participants expressed neutral or disagreement 

responses indicate potential areas needing further clarification. 

Sustainability & Partnerships 

(16% neutral/disagree) 

This area had the highest level of neutral or disagree 

responses, suggesting a need for more discussion on how to 

create effective multi-sector partnerships. 

Scaling Up Engagement (14%) 

and Flexible Delivery Models 

(11%) 

These topics showed some neutral/disagreement, indicating 

varied views on implementation strategies. 

Monitoring & Evaluation and 

Policy Alignment (both at 11%) 

Although generally supported, these topics had some neutral 

responses, possibly indicating areas where participants felt less 

clarity or consensus. 

 

This analysis highlights strong consensus on foundational topics like child development, mental 

health, and community-based nutrition, with a need for additional clarity around partnership strategies 

and scaling approaches.  
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1.3. Survey Insights by Role 

 
 

7. Conclusions and Recommendations from Caregivers and Parents 

When scaling parenting support programmes, several non-negotiable focus areas must be prioritised 

to ensure maximum impact: 

Include Parent And Caregiver Voices In Programme Design And 

Implementation 

 

Don't make assumptions about what parents and caregivers know, want or 

need. Ask for their input and cooperation to co-create the programme model 

and design. Remember that it is not a one-size-fits-all to scale effectively, 

ensure that programme content is adaptable to the local context, engaging 

parents and caregivers with materials that respect cultural values while 

delivering evidence-based insights. 

 

Engage parents and caregivers early in the programme design process 

through consultations, focus groups, and pilot sessions to understand their 

knowledge, needs, and priorities. Ensure flexibility in the programme model by 

incorporating adaptable content that aligns with diverse cultural contexts while 

maintaining evidence-based best practices. Use participatory methods to co-

create materials that are both practical and meaningful to families, fostering a 

sense of ownership and long-term engagement. 
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Coordinate and Cooperate to avoid Duplication and Confusion 

 

Effective collaboration between service providers is essential to prevent 

duplication and confusion for parents and caregivers. A well-coordinated 

approach ensures that families receive clear, consistent support without being 

overwhelmed by multiple overlapping programmes. Align efforts through 

partnerships, shared resources, and open communication to enhance impact 

and efficiency. 

 

Establish a structured coordination mechanism among all service providers to 

align efforts, streamline messaging, and avoid duplication. This can include 

joint planning meetings, shared databases, and integrated referral systems to 

ensure parents and caregivers receive clear, consistent, and complementary 

support. Foster collaboration through open communication, role clarity, and a 

commitment to collective impact. 

Communicate Frequently and with Transparency to ensure 

Strong, Trust-Based Implementing Partnerships 

 

Frequent, transparent communication is key to building strong, trust-based 

partnerships with implementing organisations. Early engagement with 

government and key stakeholders ensures alignment with national ECD 

policies, increasing the likelihood of successful adoption and long-term 

sustainability of the programme. 

 

Actively pursue early engagement with government and influential 

stakeholders, ensuring alignment with national ECD policies to support 

widespread adoption and sustainability. 

Addressing Parental Mental Health for Nurturing Care 

 

Caregivers' mental well-being directly affects the quality of care they provide. 

Effective parenting programmes should include structured support for parental 

mental health, such as wellness check-ins and safe spaces for discussion. 

Creating opportunities for parents to share challenges and build resilience 

strengthens their ability to provide nurturing care. 

 

Integrate mental health support into parenting programmes through wellness 

check-ins, peer support groups, and access to professional resources. Create 

safe spaces for caregivers to share challenges and build resilience, partnering 



Page 14 of 15 

 

with mental health professionals and community organisations for sustainable, 

culturally relevant support. 

Amplifying Caregiver, Parenting and ECD Practitioner Voices 

 

Actively gathering feedback from parents and ECD practitioners is essential 

for continuous programme improvement. Engaging participants in the 

evaluation process ensures that the programme remains relevant, responsive, 

and impactful in meeting the needs of families and communities. 

 

Establish regular feedback mechanisms, such as surveys, focus groups, and 

community dialogues, to gather insights from parents and ECD practitioners. 

Use this feedback to continuously refine and adapt the programme, ensuring it 

remains relevant and responsive to the needs of families. Foster a culture of 

open communication where participants feel valued and heard, strengthening 

engagement and programme impact. 

Be Intentional about Gender-Inclusive Approaches: Engaging 

Male Caregivers 
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A significant number of male caregivers participated in the programme despite 

no specific recruitment efforts. Fathers and male caregivers showed greater 

improvements in implementation practices compared to other participant 

groups. 

 

Develop targeted male caregiver engagement strategies, such as peer 

mentorship and flexible participation models. Encourage community-based 

initiatives to involve fathers and male caregivers in ECD. Leverage digital 

engagement platforms to create male-focused content and discussion forums. 

Focusing on these key areas ensures that parenting programmes are holistic and impactful, supporting 

the comprehensive well-being of both caregivers and children. 

8. Conclusion 

The insights from the Caregiver and Parent Voices: Policy Brief highlight critical learnings and 

recommendations for scaling effective parenting support programmes in South Africa. The CLTP 

Programme demonstrates that engaging parents and caregivers, coordinating efforts, and 

ensuring transparency are essential for delivering impactful and sustainable interventions. 

Key lessons emphasise the importance of play-based learning, caregiver mental health, and 

gender-inclusive approaches to enhance child development outcomes. The programme's success 

also underscores the need for continuous feedback mechanisms to refine and adapt content, 

making it more responsive to community needs. 

To achieve widespread adoption and long-term sustainability, the recommendations call for early 

engagement with government stakeholders, structured collaboration among service 

providers, and culturally relevant, flexible programme delivery. Strengthening multi-sector 

partnerships and intentional male caregiver engagement will further enhance programme reach 

and impact. 

By amplifying the voices of parents, caregivers, and ECD practitioners, parenting support 

programmes can be more inclusive, responsive, and effective, ensuring that all children, 

regardless of background, have the foundation they need for a strong start in life. 
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