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AFRIKA TIKKUN – A 
RADICAL CULTURE 
SHIFT IN ONE YEAR

Just because an NGO (non-governmental organisation) has a benevolent purpose and is  
non-profit-making doesn’t mean that its employees are engaged. As with any other organisation, 
special action is needed to address employee engagement.

Afrika Tikkun is one of the largest NGOs in South Africa. Its objective is to develop competencies 
within South Africans living in townships and it uses these competencies to deliver much-
needed developmental services to children and youth. It employs 551 people in six centres and 
its head office in Johannesburg.
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After one year of concerted effort within Afrika Tikkun, before-and-after surveys conducted 
by an independent organization unrelated to Legitimate Leadership, Mindset Management 
Programs, showed that whereas staff were relatively undercommitted to the organisation 
previously at 27% (compared to Mindset’s national average of 29%), a year later employee 
engagement had soared to 59%. This shift was described by Mindset as “astounding”.

Leonie van Tonder, chief operating officer (COO) of Afrika 
Tikkun, was appointed to this position in July 2013. She 
previously headed up one of the business units of one of 
South Africa’s leading banks, First National Bank. 

Van Tonder accepted the position of COO of Afrika Tikkun 
on the express condition that the Legitimate Leadership 
Model should be implemented there. She had previously 
implemented the model in her section of First National Bank. 

Van Tonder is determined that Afrika Tikkun should expect 
no less from its staff just because they work for an NGO. In 
fact, it should expect more, even though NGOs cannot pay 
salaries equal to commercial banks. 

In 2013, Afrika Tikkun renewed its commitment as 
an organisation to achieving outstanding community 
development results, says Van Tonder. This followed a 
comprehensive internal evaluation in August 2013, in  
which it was decided that the organisational culture should  
be addressed. 

Says Van Tonder: “Being an NGO it is crucial that we are  
able to measure and evaluate everything we do. This helps  
us ensure the effectiveness of our programmes and 
interventions to ensure that we are using the most effective 
strategies to support children are ‘Cradle to Career’ motto. 
Achieving good results also impacts on the sustainability 
of our work. By establishing a baseline from which we can 
measure changes, with Mindset, we are better able to 
demonstrate to our donors that our operational costs lead  
to measurable positive change. 

“The Employment Engagement Index was run in August 2013 
with much fanfare. 399 staff members completed the survey 
and 102 chose not to (80% participation). 

“The baseline results of the survey were disappointing –  
our overall score for employee engagement was 27%. It  
was clear that decisive leadership and much introspection 
was required.”
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•	An organisation development analysis report was done by 
two specialists. The results were presented to the Afrika 
Tikkun executive with recommendations.

•	Senior managers attended Mindset’s one-day  
Flow@work Employee Engagement workshop in which  
they gained insight into the impact that the different drivers 
of engagement have on the engagement levels  
in their departments.

•	Actions were taken by senior management to address the 
five top negatives revealed by the survey.

•	A roadshow was conducted through South Africa, in which 
detailed feedback was given to the general staff by Van 
Tonder. There was 100% attendance.

•	Human resources (HR) officers were tasked to set up 
different forums to address staff complaints.

•	HR complaints were followed up by the COO regularly.

•	The philosophy of Legitimate Leadership and its 
accompanying skills was imparted to all management over 
12 months, starting with the executive management. All 
management staff participated in two-day Legitimate 
Leadership workshops. Initial introductions were 
comprehensively followed up with 10 days (a day per 
month) of coaching sessions to help managers internalise 
the Legitimate Leadership philosophy and practice the 
approach in their everyday management. The topics 
covered included:

• The True Meaning Of Care (Time and Attention)

• Performance Management

• Empowerment

• Making Masters (Dealing with Victims)

• Holding People Accountable 

All non-managerial staff attended a one-day Grow to  
Care workshop. 

At the end of 2013, a roadshow was done by Marc Lubner 
(the CEO) in which he addressed the staff at every site.  
The vision, mission and values of Afrika Tikkun were 
used to re-emphasize the organisation’s Cradle to Career 
development slogan. 

Says Van Tonder: “In September 2014, (a year after the 
baseline survey) the Employment Engagement Index survey 
was redone by Mindset to measure the effectiveness of the 
activities detailed above. 

“The outcome of the 2014 survey demonstrated a  
remarkable turn-around in the organisational culture across 
all six centres and the head office. A result of 59% employee 
engagement was measured with an 87% staff participation 
(482 out of 551)! Not one of the top five complaints from  
the 2013 baseline reappeared. Having addressed those,  
we now have a new ‘top five’ to tackle in the coming year! 
This is a dramatic change that I am proud of – not least 
because it is the result of the collective efforts of staff across 
our organisation. 

“On reflection, there are some key actions that I think made  
the difference: 

•	 If you want staff opinions, ask them – not the  
HR department. 

•	Staff will only trust you if you prove, by your actions, 
that they can rely on you. 

•	Do not ask staff for their opinions and then fail to do 
anything about it. 

•	Establish the legitimacy of leaders in their respective  
roles in the organisation by respecting and supporting  
their decisions in word and action. You don’t always have  
to agree with them, but get out of their way! 

•	Executive management needs to be visible but must  
NOT interfere. Nothing demotivates and disempowers  
a manager more than staff receiving instructions  
from others. 

•	Appreciate and praise staff in public for tasks  
well performed. 

•	Censure in private. 

•	DO NOT celebrate mediocrity – you devalue high standards 
and affect morale. 

•	Be authentic and true to your values.” 

THE FOLLOWING ACTIONS WERE TAKEN
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WHAT THE CULTURE SHIFT MEANS  
ON THE GROUND
•	The story of Afrika Tikkun’s organisational culture shift 

may resonate with managers. But the individual stories 
of the organisation’s staff members are likely to resonate 
with everyone as human beings. Here are two stories 
(shortened, but otherwise unedited) taken from emails sent 
to Afrika Tikkun’s human resources officer, Lamees Parker.

•	Nokuthula Dyantyi was a Family Support Services worker 
who has more recently been promoted to a Community 
Development Practitioner in Delft, Western Cape. In this  
role she supervises Family Support Workers. Dyantyi  
wrote the following email to Parker: “On the day of my 
interview, my heart was so broken because my sister’s  
child was raped, by the gang boys. The interview went  
well. I answered all the questions. It wasn’t easy but  
I make it. The next day you brought the news, saying 
Thulas (Nokuthula – editor) you have been successful and 
you got the position. I was crying when I heard the news. 
The tears were the tears of joy because to be the manager 
was the biggest growth and achievement in my life. Now 
I’m doing well in my position on my first Child Abuse 
Campaign. I met the target I have a lot of success stories.  
I want to say thank to you for your motivation to say we 
must apply as FSS team. You were the one to encourage 
our team that we can be more than we thought we  
could be. Afrika Tikkun has cared for me and grown me  
in many ways. I am proof of care and growth.”

•	Busakwe was Afrika Tikkun’s Nutritional Support supervisor 
in Mfuleni Township, Western Cape, but was more recently 
appointed as administrator in the primary health programme 
in Delft. Busakwe wrote the following email: “From the 1st 
of March 2008 I started at Afrika Tikkun as a cook. And 
later I was a supervisor, and I was supervising the cooks 
only… They were 10 altogether. When we started we were 
not doing the orders and requisition – only the administrator 
was responsible for that, but I was taught how to do them. 

And after that I did the orders for the nutritional support 
programme by myself. Afrika Tikkun organised trainings 
for me and my team. Then I have been attending the 
Legitimate Leadership which changed my life and made me 
take risk and give me opportunity to fulfil my dreams. There 
was a vacancy for administrator at Primary Health Care and 
I applied… I’ve got the post. After I heard the good news I 
felt like crying, reaching the top of the mountain and I’m so 
proud of Afrika Tikkun for developing people. I would like to 
take this opportunity to thank Afrika Tikkun for believing in 
me and not doubting on me that I can do the best I can”

•	Lamees Parker’s overall comment is: “The change in the 
people has been absolutely amazing and I have received 
positive feedback from their managers and the general 
managers. Everyone in our group that has been on the 
training felt that the training had a positive impact and we 
all learnt a great deal and we will definitely continue to grow 
and care for our staff.”

•	Van Tonder says: “To appreciate these emails it is necessary 
to understand that Afrika Tikkun sources its staff working in 
the communities in which its centres are situated. We very 
often mine diamonds that were lying neglected in the dust 
for too many years. To experience the effect of Legitimate 
Leadership is a priceless privilege.”
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