EVALUATION
and research services

Moments from a Growth Beyond
the Town interview.

Xolani is 19-years old and has lived with his two
older sisters since he left GBTSA in 2016. He is
now in grade 11 at a local school. He kind of
knows and trusts me after our first research
interview in 2017. His story begins at a young
age: Mom and Dad both die and this small
Zulu boy is placed in the foster care of a white,
English-speaking family. When Xolani is nineyears old they “pass the ball” to a children’s
home. Two years later the children’s home
“passes the ball” to GBTSA. Four years later
Xolani returns to his somewhat broke Zulu
family. Xolani’s sister, Nonhlanhla, aged 30, is
the matriarch in the family home. If one listens
closely, his sharing during the interview is
emotionally rich – full of pain and tears, joy and
laughter.

he “just didn’t care about other people around
him - like I was self-centred”.
And then – suddenly -- I am face-to face with a
shocking experience. Xolani tells me he was in a
serious motor vehicle accident at the end of
2018 which left him hospitalised. He tells me
(and I am thinking this is a post-traumatic
stress reaction) that he believed that “nothing
in life mattered anymore because we can die
any time”. When he got home from hospital, he
went into his room, locked the door and stayed
there for some days. He was trapped in his own
dungeon of despair. (I am reading this as the
depression part of post-traumatic stress
triggering a total meltdown.)

Early in our chat, Xolani acknowledges that he
still tends to test authority, a behaviour which
might have been part of his “ticket” into GBTSA.
He admits that sometimes he does not feel like
going to school – and that Nonhlanhla patiently
parents him about the importance of
education. I learn that he remains,
nevertheless, a strong advocate of the GBTSA
programme of helping youth at risk to learn
and master basic social skills.

His broken and disconnected childhood played
through his mind over and over. Tears were
pouring -- the pain of it all recalled. So painful
that he was saying to himself he wouldn’t want
anybody else to experience what he had been
through. And then his cousin/friend, Asanda,
started visiting him and listening – and kept
Xolani from falling apart completely. (I am
thinking: Thank God for Asanda’s caring
friendship, otherwise this episode could have
ended in suicide.) I ask: “Xolani, when you
recovered with Asanda’s help and emerged
from your bedroom-dungeon, what then?”

He describes how his mindset towards people in
his community has changed, and welcomes the
fact that every greeting creates an opportunity
for a new relationship. He says that previously

“I had to accept it,” he says. “The past is past -what did not kill me will make me stronger.” We
both laugh. I say to him: “So, you have lived
that saying”.
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GBTSA prides itself on having dedicated research capacity
which has enabled it to sustain a partnership for long-term
research that informs its practice models.
Growth Beyond the Town study
The longitudinal study on care-leaving, entitled Growth
Beyond the Town, is the product of a partnership formed in
2009 between GBTSA and Prof Adrian van Breda of the UJ.
This study was launched in 2012 and is in the second
phase of a larger research programme. Phase 1 was a
grounded-theory project called Journey Towards
independence, which explored the lives of young adults
who had left GBTSA more than five years earlier.
Phase 2, Growth Beyond the Town, is a longitudinal,
rolling-cohort study, designed to investigate the
experiences of youth from the point that they disengage
from GBTSA. Follow-up interviews are conducted annually.
Phase 3, initiated in 2016, measures the resilience of the
youth at intake into GBTSA. The central practice-based goal
of the entire study is to increase the likelihood of successful
transitions to independent living for young people leaving
care.
Disengagement workshops were held with young people at
all campuses to inform them about the study and
encourage them to participate.
Our fieldworkers interviewed a total of 335 youths in the
Phase 1 follow-up and 138 young people were involved in
Phase 2.

2018 quantitative analysis and recommendations
The results of the quantitative study highlighted the
important role of building:
❂ Resilience in youth about to leave care.
❂ Relationships in assisting the transition out of care.
❂ In-care processes, especially relationships with GBTSA
staff, for positive-care experiences, care-leaving
readiness and later experiences. All contributed to
better transitional outcomes over five years.
In-care recommendations arising from the quantitative
study were:
❂ Build on strengths. Youth at disengagement had higher
resilience in certain areas. They had a tendency
towards establishing strong, supportive relationships,
especially with role models, teachers, family members,
and romantic partners.
❂ Build interpersonal skills. Care-leavers at
disengagement scored highly in terms of their
empathy and teamwork, which strengthened their
ability to form nurturing relationships. In care there is
a particular focus on developing these two social skills,
through modelling and time to practice and enhance
them.
❂ Recognise hope for the future. The findings showed
that youth feel optimistic about their futures and
believe that good things will happen to them.
❂ Foster self-esteem. While the practical part of getting
youth ready to leave care is extremely important,
therapeutic work with youth should also be a focal
point.
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Study outputs for the period April 2018 – March 2020

3

5

academic articles in local
and internatinal journals

research reports

4

presentations
at local conferences
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5

lectures or seminars
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5

presentations at
international conferences

❂

Engage in advocacy. Growth Beyond the Town and
other studies highlight the need for advocacy to
change legislation so that youth are able to stay in care
longer.

Resilience reports
A total of 75 resilience reports were completed during the
period under review as part of Phase 3 of the research
project. The purpose is to measure the resilience of youth
as they enter GBTSA. A resilience profile report is provided
to the social workers for each questionnaire completed by
the youth. Questionnaires are designed so that youth are
❂

Invest in the care-leaving preparation and readiness.
Improving the readiness of care-leavers for life once
they leave is very important and can have a lasting
impact on their post-care journey.

❂

The information is used in planning the youth’s individual
development and treatment plans. Social workers also
complete the questionnaires for all new youth who come
into care at GBTSA.

Focus on reducing the rate of youth not in
employment, education or training (NEET). The
absence of education, training or employment affects
all other areas of a young person’s life. Preventing this
situation starts with education while youth are in care.

❂

able to answer in Afrikaans, English, isiZulu or Setswana.

Provide pathways towards youth’s employability.
Strategies to help youth secure jobs include

Staff training and development
During the reporting period we conducted staff workshops
at which research was presented and the practical
implications discussed.
❂

criteria with staff. They explored the criteria they

employment programmes, ensuring they enter the

currently used and the factors they saw as crucial. The

next level of schooling or further education before

aim was to agree on a guideline of minimum standards

they leave care, and enhancing employability and job
readiness.

for disengaging youth.
❂

Beyond care, youth should be encouraged to foster
relationships, including those with friends, family, role
models, teachers, romantic partners, and people in the
community to which they return.
Maintain GBTSA relationships. The importance of
ongoing, stable relationships with GBTSA staff
members after care should not be underestimated.
Although most youth remain in touch with GBTSA, it
may also be worthwhile to assign a staff member,
whom the young person trusts and connects with, as a
designated contact.
❂

highlighted to staff.

Continue to cultivate relational networks. Relationships
appear to offer structural benefits to care-leavers.

❂

2019 saw a presentation of quantitative and qualitative
data collated in 2018 and best practices were

After-care recommendations were as follows:
❂

In 2018, the workshops examined disengagement

Mobilise practical, quality support. While financial
support is often beyond the capacity of residential care
organisations, other means of reliable, practical
after-care support and resources should be mobilised.

Research information was also presented at regional
development meetings.

Research highlights
❂

Gauteng care-leaving practice forums 2018 and 2019

GBTSA hosts at least two forums a year to enable staff from
child and youth care centres across Gauteng share
knowledge in order to provide better support to youth who
are leaving care. Usually researchers are invited to present
their latest research findings. Participation at each forum
session in 2018 and 2019 was higher than previously, with
approximately 60 attendees at each forum session.
❂

In 2018, Sam Mokgopha presented his research on the
challenges experienced by former street children while
they were living on the streets, in residential care and
after leaving care.
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The forum is recognised for purposes of continued
professional development (CPD) points and is undertaking
the refinement of best practice guidelines for care-leaving,
which will be incorporated into a training manual for
practitioners.

International conference on care-leaving
An outstanding event in January 2019 was GBTSA’s joint
hosting of a conference on care-leaving in Africa in
partnership with the University of Johannesburg (UJ),
Queens University Belfast (QUB) and the Africa Network of
❂

In May 2019, a presentation from Zimbabwean

Care-Leaving Researchers (ANCR). The conference was

PhD student Getrude Gwenzi was streamed live from

practice-oriented and included presentations from a range

Hong Kong. Her research focuses on definitions of the

of African and Northern Hemisphere countries, followed by

family from the perspective of care-leavers who

reflection and discussion sessions.

described family not only in terms of blood
relationships, but also in terms of the presence of love,
care and support.
❂

In September 2019, Prof Adrian van Breda presented
findings on criminal activity among care-leavers during
their first five years out of care. International research
consistently finds care-leavers to be over-represented
among those engaging in crime. Prof van Breda found
73% of care-leavers were “crime free”, 10% reported

GBTSA CEO Lee Loynes opened the conference, which
raised the profile of GBTSA as a leader in care-leaving
research and practice in South Africa.

Research Ethics Committee
GBTSA receives many requests from external postgraduate
students to conduct research at our facilities. We have
constituted the GBTSA Research Ethics Committee to
review research proposals and decide whether to permit

involvement in “incidental crime’” and 18% were

them to proceed. This supplements rather than replaces

engaged in “regular crime”.

the research ethics committees at universities. Permission
from the latter is required before applying to GBTSA.
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For the period under review, the committee processed

Challenges

25 research applications, they were successfully conducted,

We would like to see significantly larger numbers of our
alumni participating in research, as this would give our
research greater credibility. In the 2018 round of data
collection, we had a drop-off rate of 41% of participants.
The team is looking at ways to reach out to more of our
youth who are in the follow-up phase and hoping that the
establishment of research alumni Facebook page will help
build the links needed.

approved, and all studies were implemented within
GBTSA’s programmes.
In 2019, new members were appointed to the Research
Ethics Committee, which now comprises Sasam Reuben:
Senior researcher, Kashiefa Kader: Researcher, Karen
Farred: Head of Residential Services (Inland) and Adrian van
Breda: Professor and Head of Social Work Faculty of

Looking ahead

Humanities, UJ.

In 2020, we expect to publish the results of research
undertaken in 2018 to examine how GBTSA’s social-skills
development programme, which is unique and central to
the GBTSA model of care, contributes to preparing young
people for life in the real world.

International collaboration
GBTSA is collaborating with other members of the
ANCR and QUB to conduct a pilot study on care-leaving in
four African countries – Ghana, South Africa, Uganda and
Zimbabwe. The aim is to establish the feasibility of a

Our longitudinal quantitative study, which increases in value
over time, will continue and enable us to refine our practice.

comparative cross-country African study on leaving care.
A specific objective is to test the applicability and
translatability of a research methodology based on that
used in Growth Beyond the Town. The initiative promises to
assist us to revise and improve the GBTSA study.

We will collect data during the course of 2020 on the
employability of care-leavers, throwing light on the broader
question of youth unemployment.
We have the exciting prospect of forming Western Cape
Care leavers’-practice forum.
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