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The challenge of
providing relevant support

South Africa’s Department of Social Development estimates that there are 
over 200 000 registered non-profit organisations (NPOs) in the country 
(DSD, 2020). Numbers across Africa as a whole extend to tens of thousands 
more. These NPOs are indispensable in the communities they serve, doing 
work that government and the private sector cannot deliver. Each of these 
organisations depends on leaders to define their strategy, guide their 
operations, support their purpose and deliver services to millions of living 
beings, human or otherwise.

It is up to each and every one of us to stand up for what is right – to our boards 
and shareholders and political parties, to our friends and colleagues – even 
when it is not in our immediate interest. And we cannot wait; we must be the 
leaders our countries need and the world deserves. After all, what is the point 
of leadership, if not to lead in times like these? What could we be possibly 
be holding on to, or out for, when everything – everything – is at stake?
- Darren Walker (Ford Foundation, 2017)

Various converging trends highlight the need to develop organisational leaders 
who serve the people and the planet. Next Generation’s Disruption with Impact 
report (2019) noted the following, as voiced by Konyndyk (2018): 

The report outlines the following developmental and humanitarian challenges:

• Criticism of the philanthropic sector abounds, including civil
society organisations, for not bringing about sustainable change.

• Traditional humanitarian ecosystems are failing and new solutions
are expected to bring greater efficiency.

• The effect of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Fourth
Industrial Revolution and impact technology are new forces shaping
development priorities and capital flows.

• Civil society’s successful, innovative responses to critical challenges
need to scale and develop to meet increasing needs.

As the world contends with the highest levels of forced displacement and acute 
need in a generation, humanitarians are reaching more people than ever before 
yet falling further and further short of global need. A fragmented global aid 
architecture, with its roots in the mid-twentieth century, is struggling to adapt to 
the demands of the twenty-first. Humanitarian response today reaches too few 
people, allocates resources inefficiently, and largely fails to listen to vulnerable 
populations. And despite commitments to make humanitarian response “as local 
as possible, and as international as necessary,” the system at large continues to 
default to an international-first approach.

The urgent need to support NPO leaders and their teams is critical for the 
recovery of communities and countries – and now even more so in response 

to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Trends driving the challenge
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As of April 2020, only one tertiary accredited programme is offered by an African university that recognises the unique leadership 
demands faced by the NPO sector in South Africa and the rest of the continent (Smit, 2019). This programme is the University of 
Stellenbosch Business School’s Postgraduate Diploma in Leadership Development for NPOs (PGDL).

The PGDL is a modular programme that runs over one year. It is a learning journey uniquely designed for those who seek to improve 
their ability to lead NPOs, whether as executives, managers, board members or supporters, in the fulfilment of their social purpose 
by building personal, team and organisational leadership competencies. See details of the programme on the University of 
Stellenbosch Business School’s website via this link:

www.usb.ac.za/course/postgraduate-diploma-in-leadership-development-for-npos/ 

The programme is intentionally designed to translate into leadership development in and for the organisations in which the 
participants work. Every organisation therefore counts as a living case study.

The PGDL is suited to current or aspirant executive and senior NPO, social 
enterprise, grant-making or corporate social investment (CSI) leaders, 
including board and committee members. It is the only course of its kind in 
Africa offering a modular, part-time structure, developed and delivered in 
association with international experts from civil society, the private sector 
and academia. Further details are:

• The one-year programme follows a blended learning design, starting  
 with an on-campus block week in February, followed by a period  
 of remote learning and concluding with an on-campus block week in  
 November.

• The programme offers a thriving learning environment: one that is  
 creative, innovative, experimental, relational, peer-based and   
 energising.

• The learning philosophy of this programme is one of transformative  
 and whole-person learning. The learning journey contains activities  
 that enhance knowledge, develop skills and nurture personal  
 development.

• The learning mode promotes learning about self through reflection,  
 learning from experts and participants through sharing of knowledge  
 and experience, and learning located in practical real-life situations.

The course is designed for individuals who are currently practising in the 
sector or who intend to further their education and develop their skills to 
enter or enable the work of NPOs, while offering them the benefits of a formal 
qualification for both personal and professional development:

• The PGDL qualification is equal to an honours degree (NQF level 8). 

• Successful graduates will be eligible to proceed to Master’s   
 programmes, such as the MBA.

• For candidates without prior formal academic qualifications,   
 recognition of prior learning will be permitted, with candidates  
 being admitted on a proportional representation basis.

Course structure and purpose

Our response to the challenge

http://www.usb.ac.za/course/postgraduate-diploma-in-leadership-development-for-npos/ 
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Established in 1918, Stellenbosch University has 
grown into a South African higher education 
institution that holds the vision of becoming a 
leading research-intensive university on the African 
continent, globally recognised as excellent, inclusive 
and innovative, and a place where knowledge is 
advanced in service of society.

Today, Stellenbosch University is home to ten 
faculties spread across five campuses, and serves 
as host to a vibrant and cosmopolitan student 
community of more than 30,000 undergraduates 
and postgraduates, one-tenth of whom are 
international students from 100 different 
countries. 

The University has a comprehensive and 
integrated transformation agenda. It is committed 
to the diversification of its student and staff corps to 
better reflect the composition of African society. Its 
commitment to transformation also means that the 
student profile is changing, largely linked to the fact 
that more students from historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds are gaining entry to the University. 

Because Stellenbosch University is strongly invested 
in developing holistic students, we recognise that 
a layered approach to student support provides 
students with the best chance to perform well. 
Following this logic, the University has invested in 
providing bursaries and other forms of support 
to students, including those enrolled for the PDGL.

The PDGL programme has been conceptualised 
through a multi-year consultation process with a 
cross-section of stakeholders from public, private 
and civil society organisations. This detailed process 
of developing and launching the programme was 
led by Prof Arnold Smit, Associate Professor of 
Business in Society and programme head for the 
PGDL at USB.

Our history, track record and 
key differentiators

Goals and objectives The initial goal of the course was to launch with a minimum of 10 students. This threshold 
was easily reached through an application process that elicited 180 applicants over a period 
of 14 days. 

At the start of the academic year, 15 students were registered on the programme. In 
support of Stellenbosch University’s institutional commitment to the sector and wider 
society, USB provided 10 bursaries of R50,000 each for the majority of this first cohort of 
qualifying students. Please see Appendix A for a profile on the first cohort.

The goals of the PDGL are multi-faceted. From an impact perspective, it is recognised that the 
skills honed through the theoretical, practical and relational aspects of the programme are 
expected to affect the graduates’ lives, organisations and communities. From a transformation 
perspective, preference has been given to those students who have clearly demonstrated 
passion and commitment in their work and attitude towards addressing the challenges of 
civil society in the 21st century. In the majority of cases, candidates with exceptional aptitude 
do not have the means to finance the course through their own resources and therefore 
require some level of support. 

From a funding perspective, the institution would like to be in a position to offer as 
many qualified candidates as possible the opportunity to attend the course. A process 
is under way to assist candidates with appropriate coaching and guidance on how to 
engage with their personal networks to request financial assistance. This includes access to 
Stellenbosch University’s infrastructure in terms of tax and regulatory rebates that may be 
offered to donors and supporters who earmark funds for specific candidates.

Please see Appendix B for the full list of qualified candidates accepted for this year’s intake 
who were unable to register for the course because of financial constraints. Appendix C 
provides a summary of the remaining applicants to give a sense of the current demand for 
the course.

Resource needs

The current cost structure for the PGDL is detailed below. Subject to meeting certain requirements, Stellenbosch University’s 
Development Office may be able to offer structures to donors and sponsors, recognising BBBEE and/or CSI contributions.

LEADING THE FUTURE BURSARY OPTIONS
PGDL tuition fees per person per year (SA resident)

PGDL tuition fees per person per year (SADC resident)

PGDL tuition fees per person per year (international)

Estimated hotel type accommodation costs ranging from on site at USB (if operational) to 
more expensive options nearby.*

Estimated travel and transport costs (within South Africa excl. Cape Town)**

Estimated travel and transport costs (ex Africa)***

ZAR
89 900

94 400

162 830

15 000 - 
24 000

7 000

30 000

EUR
4 495

4 720

8 142

750 - 
1 200

350

1 500

USD
4 995

5 245

9 046

834 - 
1 334

389

1 667

*2 x week-long contact sessions in Bellville per person, calculated for 12 nights in total. 
** Estimated for two return flights, one for each contact session.
*** Estimated for two return flights, one for each contact session.
Approximations based on exchange rates as at Oct 2020 ZAR:USD @ 18:1; ZAR:EUR @ 20:1
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The programme is designed to develop the student as 
leader and equip them for learning transfer to and leadership 
development in the organisation. The efficacy of this learning 
journey is optimised through a learning process containing the 
following:

• The assessment of each module takes place via the
combination of a personal learning log reflection and a
workplace-based individual assignment. Students also
complete a personal learning journal that reflects their
learning over the duration of the programme.
The journal is formally assessed. Although these
reflections are treated as confidential, the PGDL
programme team members can make an informed
assessment of the learning and development
of each student over the duration of the programme.

• Students are expected to profile their organisations
in terms of these organisations’ social purpose,
structures, resources, stakeholders, governance
practices and development needs. This information,
combined with the individual and workplace-based
assignments, provides a comprehensive narrative of
what happens with both student and organisation
along the stages of the learning journey, offering the
possibility to track outcomes and impact over both the
shorter and longer term.

• The learning journey of the students is hosted and
held by a learning process facilitator (LPF) who works
with the students both individually and in groups; and
who maintains the connectedness and flow
between the programme components, students and
faculty. The LPF also arranges in situ visits with students
at their organisations where feasible and possible.

Accountability and evaluation Future plans for the course

The USB PGDL is a fully-fledged academic qualification, subject 
to the same design and quality assurance standards as other 
postgraduate diplomas and master’s level programmes at the 
business school. The programme links to the strong reputation 
of USB, as demonstrated through its three international 
accreditations and the high value that USB places on 
responsible leadership and societal stewardship as the ultimate 
intention of all business and management education.

Furthermore, the PGDL for NPOs connects with the Social 
Engagement Project completed by all USB’s MBA students and 
benefits from the social impact-specific research undertaken 
by USB’s faculty and PhD and Master’s students with a specific 
interest in social sector organisations, amplifying the institution’s 
social impact.

The USB MBA offers a specialisation titled Managing 
International Organisations, addressing organisations 
such as the United Nations and its development agencies, 
development-oriented regional and global organisations, 
and international non-governmental organisations. This 
specialisation offers a natural progression for PGDL students 
who may wish to pursue an international career over time. 

Whereas the first PGDL for NPOs’ intake contains 15 students, it 
is USB’s intention to grow the programme over the next three 
years to an annual cohort of more than 30 students.References:

Department of Social Development (SDS). (2020). NPO Register.  

http://www.npo.gov.za/PublicNpo/Npo

Konyndyk, J. (2018). Fit for the Future: Envisioning new responses to humanitarian response. Centre 

for Global Development.

Smit, A. (2019). Unpacking two approaches to NPO leadership challenges.   

https://www.usb.ac.za/unpacking-two-approaches-to-npo-leadership-challenges/

Walker, D. (2017). Ford Foundation | A call for moral courage in America. 

https://www.fordfoundation.org/ideas/equals-change-blog/posts/a-call-for-moral-courage-in-america/
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IN
V
IT
A
TI
O
N An invitation to

partner with us

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the fragile 
security of our society and the critical role that NPOs play in 
responding to a crisis, focused on taking care of those in need. 
Throughout the uncertainty of the Covid-19 crisis, NPO leaders 
have been selflessly dedicated to continue to deliver on the 
promises to their stakeholders, with increasingly limited resources.  

The likelihood of these leaders being able to support 
their personal and professional development is now more 
constrained than ever before. Funding sources to NPOs have 
either been reduced due to the economic impact of the pandemic 
or have been redirected to service delivery. Those leaders would 
undoubtedly, and expectedly, choose saving the lives of others 
before educating themselves.  

At this pivotal time, we need NPO leaders to continue to 
positively impact their teams and build their competences, 
sharing their experience to inspire other leaders in all sectors of 
our society. This is the time to support them in their personal and 
professional development so that their skills and experience can be 
assets to the communities they serve.  

We would like to invite you to join us in contributing to our 
bursary fund for NPO leaders. Through our fund we support 
the proven desire of selected leaders to commit their time and 
resources to this programme that has been designed by their peers 
and international experts. With your support we will be able 
to equip more leaders with the knowledge and networks to 
find relevant solutions for the future of our country and the 
continent. We look forward to exploring with you how you might 
be able to partner with us. 
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Appendix A: Current registered cohort - 2020

Finance manager

Community development

Facilitator / professional nurse

Representative

Owner

Finance manager

Development officer

Programme manager

Project management

Youth development manager

Director of operations

Lecturer

Grace aid coordinator

Programme manager: M&E

Physiotherapist

Library director

Media and comms manager

Limpopo Jewellery Business Incubator

Stenden South Africa

Tholwana e molemo NPO

OWF

K2M Dental Laboratory

Paediatric Aids Treatment for Africa

Batho Ba Lerato Community Advice Office

Katlo

Fulfil Consulting

Church Alliance for Social Development

I-TECH SA

Durban University of Technology

Grace Family Church

Wits RHI

Sibulele Msindwana Physiotherapist

Cape Peninsula University of Technology

Foundation for Human Rights

Public Sector and NPO

Education and Development

Health and Wellness

Religious, Social and Political Studies

Health and Wellness

Public Sector and NPO

Law and Human Rights

Public Sector and NPO

Consultancy Services

Public Sector and NPO

Health and Wellness

Education and Development

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Health and Wellness

Education and Development

Communication and Marketing

Appendix B: Additional applicants

IT director

Fellow

Consultant

Admin & logistics manager

Executive director

Manager 

Translator / researcher

Provincial operations manager

Social worker

Project manager 

Junior sustainability manager

Owner

Executive director

Independent consultant

Provincial project assistant

Social worker

Project coordinator

Project manager

Founding director

Freelance

School principal 

CEO

Supervisor

Project manager

World Vision International 

University of St Andrews

NSRI

JAM South Africa

Fundza Africa Projects

Children of Fire

University of Cape Town

Education Development Center

Department of Social Development

Victorious Woman Health and Welfare

The Villagewell Trading 

Self Employed

Steps Charity NPC

Self- employed

Food & Trees For Africa NPC

Masibumbane Dev org

One to One Africa Children’s Fund

Practical Action

Nine Miles Project

ACATA

Bulungula Incubator

Numeric

The Haven Night Shelter

2 Oceans Education Foundation

Public Sector and NPO

Other

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Health and Wellness

Education and Development

Education and Development

Public Sector and NPO

Health and Wellness

Consultancy Services

Consultancy Services

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Education and Development

Religious, Social and Political Studies

Public Sector and NPO

Public Sector and NPO

Consultancy Services

Education and Development

Education and Development

Hospitality, Sport and Recreation

Education and Development

Appendix B: Cohort requesting support - Identified for 2021
Applied and accepted: Postponed to 2021 intake

Programmes manager

Admin and fundraising manager 

Chief executive

Reverend

Executive director

Programme manager

Finance and corporate manager

Director/founder

Director

Manager

Educator

PA & Administration

Chief executive

Dentist

Business owner

Earthchild Project

The Message Trust 

Families South Africa

Vredelust

Muandiso NPC

Heartlines NPC

Health Enabled

Leadership Experience (Trust)

YIM Health Development Centre

The League of Friends of the Blind

Gauteng Department of Education

Dormas Systems

The Domino Foundaion

Dentist

Earth Awareness Consulting

Education and Development

Education and Development

Public Sector and NPO

Religious, Social and Political Studies

Education and Development

Education and Development

Public Sector and NPO

Education and Development

Health and Wellness

Public Sector and NPO

Education and Development

Bus Management and Entrepreneurship

Public Sector and NPO

Health and Wellness

Education and Development
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Appendix C: Summary analysis of
remaining applicants for 2020

For the remaining applicants for the course, there were some 
surprising results in terms of interested candidates, indicating the 
wider appeal of the course to different sectors:

NPO

67%
Corporate

14%
Government

11%
Self-employed

11%
Other

11%

In terms of focus area, the results appear to be more in line with 
expectations. However, the range of focus areas affirms the relevance 
of the course to a broad set of disciplines:

When reviewing the job description of applicants, there is a 
predominance of individuals in executive leadership roles. However, 
the majority are in managerial or operational positions in their 
respective organisations, suggesting that the course contributes to 
their professional development. 

Retail and Trade

2%

Property

2%

Public Sector and
NGO

2%

Religious, Social and 
Political Studies

2%

Law and
Human Rights

3%

Mining and Energy

3%

Other

2%

Engineering and 
Construction

5%

Financial Services and 
Insurance

5%

Health and Wellness

3%

Agriculture and 
Environmental Science

40%

Education and 
Development

25%

Electronics and ICT

8%
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