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Executive Summary 
 
As South Africa emerges from the divides of our 
Apartheid history, a myriad of factors continue to 
disrupt social cohesion in our communities, 
endorsing violence and unrest and undermining our 
nation-building efforts. The June 2021 unrest that 
culminated in widespread looting and violence in 
KwaZulu Natal and Gauteng provides clear evidence 
of this. Alexandra (Alex) was reported to have been 
one of the most hard-hit communities in Gauteng.  
 
As one of the poorest urban areas in South Africa, 
situated only a few kilometers away from Sandton - 
‘Africa’s richest square mile’, Alex is well-known for 
its visible representation of the stark inequalities 
that continue to plague our country. With a long-
standing history of work with community-based 
organisations in Alex, Khulisa was well-placed to 
provide responsive support services following the 
protests. 
 
In July 2021, Khulisa began to facilitate a peace 
mediation process targeted at looters, victims, shop 
owners, children, those whose family members 
were killed, members of the LGBTQI+ fraternity, 
persons with disabilities, foreign nationals and 
NGO’s in order to ascertain the causal factors of the 
violence and what solutions the community was 
able to propose to rebuild social cohesion. This 
culminated in the conception of the Alex Peace-
Making Programme. This report shares the insights 
gained from the data collected through 
engagements that have been a part of the Alex 
Peace-making Programme.  
 
Qualitative data sources and methods of analysis 
have been used to explore the factors contributing 
to violence in Alex and their impact, from the 
perspective of community members, as well as to 
provide an opportunity for community members to 
contribute to thinking around recommendations 
that inform Khulisa’s programming for peace-
making and social cohesion. 
 
The findings from the analysis suggest that violence 
prevention, through the peace-making programme 
is necessary across multiple levels of the Alex 
Community ecology. The findings also draw 

attention to the fact that although there is still 
fragmentation within the community, there are 
pockets of unity and active citizenship that can be 
ignited through strengths-based programming and 
support. While there are still clear signs of weak 
social cohesion, in terms of race, crime and 
inequality, there are also significant indicators of 
strong social cohesion. 
 
The perceptions shared by community members 
provide a valuable source of insight into community 
perceptions of the factors contributing to violence 
in Alex, their impact on community members, and 
community members’ proposed solutions, all of 
which is captured in the form of a Theory of 
Change.  
 
Based on these insights, 4 strategic focus areas are 
recommended towards promoting peace-making in 
Alex going forward:  
 
1. Improving access to quality support services, 

developing,   
2. Implementing targeted programmes for 

children and youth,  
3. Inspiring active citizenship, and  
4. Promoting ongoing learning through M&E.  
 
These focus areas are in no way a comprehensive 
representation of recommendations to promote 
peace-making in Alex. However, they are 
underpinned by an emphasis on the value of 
partnering with community members to implement 
sustainable and responsive peace-making 
programmes, by ensuring that these are 
community-driven. 
 
In conclusion, it is hoped that this report will serve 
to provide the insight and understanding relevant 
to motivating local policy makers, civil society 
leaders and the broader community in, and 
surrounding Alex, to promote and support peace-
making programmes within the community. 
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1.Introduction 
 
“As long as poverty, injustice and gross inequality 
persist in our world, none of us can truly rest” – 

Nelson Mandela 
 
Following the June 2021 unrest that culminated in 
widespread looting and violence in KwaZulu Natal 
and Gauteng, Alexandra (Alex) was reported to 
have been one of the most hard-hit communities in 
Gauteng. As one of the poorest urban areas in 
South Africa, situated only a few kilometers away 
from Sandton - ‘Africa’s richest square mile’, Alex is 
well-known for its visible representation of the 
stark inequalities that continue to plague our 
country. Violence in Alex is a daily occurrence, 
ranging from endemic rates of robbery, assault and 
gender-based violence to regular lootings and 
violent protests. This violence is underpinned by 
distrust, tension and conflict within sub-groups in 
the community (Ryan, 2021). Despite the 
implementation of the City of Johannesburg’s 
Alexandra Renewal Project (ARP), the township 
remains under-developed with the increasing 
density of the population intensifying pressure on 
community infrastructure and resources, leading to 
violence and unrest1. 
 
With a long-standing history of work with 
community-based organisations in Alex, Khulisa 
was well-placed to provide responsive support 
services following the protests. 
 

1.1. Khulisa Social Solutions 
Khulisa Social Solutions (Khulisa) is a multi-award 
winning, Non-Profit Organisation (NPO) registered 
in 1997. Its aim is to empower vulnerable children, 
youth, those who are marginalized, and the 
community at large to unlock their full potential in 
order to develop resilient pathways and skills that 
lead to a sustainable future. Khulisa recognises that 
the typical approaches of government and NGO’s 
compartmentalise problems and deliver 
programmes which tend to address single issues in 
a non-operative and unsustainable manner. In 
response, Khulisa has developed an approach 
which addresses the challenges faced by 

 
1  Logie, C.H., Okumu, M., Mwima, S. et al. Social ecological factors associated with experiencing 
violence among urban refugee and displaced adolescent girls and young women in informal settlements 

communities in a holistic and comprehensive 
manner by adopting an integrated approach to 
community development. The organisation’s 
purpose is to utilise this methodology to strengthen 
community cohesion in aid of development. 
 
In July 2021, Khulisa began to facilitate a peace 
mediation process targeted at looters, victims, shop 
owners, children, those whose family members 
were killed, members of the LGBTQI+ fraternity, 
persons with disabilities, foreign nationals and 
NGO’s in order to ascertain the causal factors of the 
violence and what solutions the community was 
able to propose to rebuild social cohesion. This 
culminated in the conception of the Alex Peace-
Making Programme. 
 

1.2.  Alex Peace-Making Programme 
The Alex Peace-Making Programme capacitates 
individuals, the community, local government and 
NGOs to roll out peace-building and social cohesion 
activities to create an inclusive and collective space 
for experience sharing and conflict resolution.  The 
programme serves to equip and empower people 
with actionable knowledge about social cohesion, 
peace-making, restoration and active citizenship.   
In addition, an in-depth practical entrepreneurship 
component promotes job creation, employment, 
and innovation. Through a broad range of 
stakeholders, from the Alexandra NGO Forum 
(ANGOF), CBO’s and local Schools, to the Alex Taxi 
Association and Foreign Embassies, Khulisa has, to 
date, facilitated numerous peace-making 
engagements, reaching well over 5000 community 
members. 
 
This report shares the insights gained from the data 
collected through many of these engagements, as 
they relate to the factors affecting violence in Alex 
from an ecological perspective. It is hoped that this 
report will motivate policymakers, civil society 
leaders and funders to prioritise peace-making as a 
strategy for addressing the high levels of poverty, 
inequality and violence in the Alex community. 

in Kampala, Uganda: a cross-sectional study. Confl Health 13, 60 (2019). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-019-0242-9 
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2. Literature Review 
 

South Africa’s journey of reconciliation has 
become stagnated, and fragmentation remains 

embedded within our communities  
- Swanepoel (2022) 

 
Violence is widespread in Alexandra occurring in 
many forms, ranging from child abuse and neglect 
and gender-based violence, to youth violence and 
riots. In the Quarter 3 2022/2023 Crime Stats 
Report, released by the South African Police 
Service, Alex featured in the top 30 precincts in 
South Africa, for high rates of robbery, assault, 
sexual violence, malicious damage to property and 
murder (SAPS, 2022). The effects of this widespread 
violence are devastating, with all community 
members at risk of experiencing the negative 
consequences.  
 
Violence not only causes immediate physical harm, 
but also leads to mental health challenges such as 
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder2. In addition, violence deters people  from 
participating in neighbourhood activities, limits 
business growth and prosperity, strains education, 
justice, and medical systems; and slows community 
progress. 
 
Understanding the overlapping causes of violence 
in Alex and the things that can protect the people 
in these communities, will help to better prevent 
the high levels of violence. The ecological model 
conceptualises violence as a multifaceted  
 
phenomenon, in which personal, situational and 
sociocultural factors interact with each other in 
ways unique to each individual and community. 
 
 

 
2 Logie, C.H., Okumu, M., Mwima, S. et al. Social ecological factors associated 
with experiencing violence among urban refugee and displaced adolescent girls 
and young women in informal settlements in Kampala, Uganda: a cross-
sectional study. Confl Health 13, 60 (2019). https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-
019-0242-9 

 

2.1 An Ecological Perspective: Violence in      
Alexandra 
The Ecological model conceptualizes the 
occurrence of violence as a multifaceted 
phenomenon that is grounded in an interaction 
between an individual and their social 
environment. The model proposes that violence, 
whether occurring as an isolated act or as part of a 
systematic pattern, is rarely caused by a single 
factor.  It occurs as a result of a combination of 
various factors that increase the risk of a person 
perpetrating or becoming a victim of violence. Risk 
factors are described as factors that increase the 
likelihood of someone becoming a perpetrator or 
victim of any form of violence. The Ecological model 
distinguishes between the multiple sources of 
influence and separates the risk factors into: 
society, community, relationship and individual.  
 
Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter3 developed a model 
of risk factors for violence that is based on the 
Ecological Model. This model is founded upon a 
wealth of research on violence in Latin America and 
the Carribean, and provides a solid theoretical 
framework for action. 
 
The model is concerned with analysing the multiple 
and dynamic interaction among risk factors within 
and between different societal levels9. The model 
not only addresses an individual’s risk of becoming 
a perpetrator or victim of violence, it also 
acknowledges the role played by societal norms, 
belief systems, as well as social and economic 
structures that create the conditions for violence. 
Below is a description of the various spheres of 
influence on violence according to the Ecological 
model. 
 
 

 
3 Buvinic, Mayra; Morrison, Andrew; Shifter, Michael (1999). Violence in Latin 
American and the Caribbean: A Framework for Action. 
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Societal Factors 
 

Broad factors that reduce inhibitions against 
violence 

 
Societal-level factors refer to cultural and social 
norms that inform and shape social and cultural 
roles and the unequal distribution of power 
between race, gender and socio-economic status 
within society. Research studies indicate that 
violence, often occurs in an environment whereby  
 
 

 
4 World Health Organization/London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine (2010). Preventing intimate partner and sexual violence against 

 
 
 
 
a certain group (defined by gender, race or socio-
economic status) have the economic and decision-
making powers8. In these environments the so 
called ‘minority’ group, tend to not have access to 
resources that will enable them to pursue 
empowerment opportunities, and often resort to 
violence to resolve conflict4.  
 

women: taking action and generating evidence. Geneva, World Health 
Organization. 

Risk Factors for Violence based on the Ecological model 
Societal 

Broad factors that reduce 
inhibitions against  violence 

Community 
Neighbourhood ,schools 

and workplaces 

Relationships 
With family, Intimate 
partners and friends 

Individual 
Personal factors that 
influence individual 

behaviour 
• Poverty 
• Economic, social 

and gender 
inequalities 

• Poor societal 
security 

• Masculinity linked 
to aggression and 
dominance 

• Weak legal and 
criminal justice 
system  

• Perpetrators not 
prosecuted  

• No legal rights for 
victims  

• Social and cultural 
norms support 
violence 

• Small fire arms 
• Conflict or post-

conflict 
• Internal 

displacements and  
• Refugee camps  

• High 
Unemployment  

• High population 
density 

• Social isolation of 
females and family 

• Lack of information 
• Inadequate victim 

care 
• Schools and 

workplaces not 
addressing GBV 

• Weak community 
sanctions against 
GBV 

• Poor safety in 
public spaces 

• Challenging 
traditional gender 
roles 

• Blaming the victim 
• Violating of 

confidentiality  

• Family dysfunction 
• Inter generational 

violence poor 
parenting practices 

• Parental conflict 
involving violence 
Association with 
friends who engage  
in violent or 
delinquent 
behaviour 

• Low socio-economic 
status socio-
economic stress 

• Friction over 
women’s 
empowerment 

• Family honour more 
important than 
female health and 
safety 

• Gender ,age and 
education 

• A family history of 
violence  

• Witnessing  GBV 
• Victim of child abuse 

or neglect  
• Lack of sufficient 

livelihood and 
personal income  

• Unemployment  
• Mental Health and 

behavioural 
problems 

• Alcohol and 
Substance abuse 

• Prostitution 
• Refugee internally 

displaced  
• Disabilities  
• Small fire arms 

ownership  

This table was adapted from www.soulcity.org.za who listed the following sources: Buvinic, Morrison & Shifter (1999); Helse and Morena 2002; Jewkes, Son and Moreno (2002); Krug et. al. (2002); 
http://www.dcp2.org/pubs/DCP/40/Table/40.3  
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Community Factors 
 

Factors that exist in neighborhoods, schools and 
workplaces 

 
Community level factors refer to the extent of 
tolerance towards violence in contexts at which 
social relationships are embedded such as schools, 
churches, workplaces or neighborhoods.   
 
Risk factors for violence at the community level 
include the community’s attitude towards violence. 
A community that has weak sanctions against 
violence increases the occurrence of violence, 
because weak sanctions are an indication of a high 
tolerance of violence within the community. The 
lack of sanctions within the community may be in 
the form of community members’s inability to 
access a safe place after victimisation, the lack of 
family support, poor legal sanctions or even moral 
pressure.  
 

Relationship Factors 
 

Factors within relationships with family, intimate 
partners and friends 

 
Relationship risk factors contribute to the risk of 
violence at the level of relationships people have 
with peers, intimate partners and family members. 
A commonly identified risk factor at the relationship 
level is the manner in which families react to sexual 
violence. Families that blame the victim, create an 
environment in which violence can occur with 
impunity10.  Other risk factors that have been 
identified at the relationship-level include the 
household size and density, family violence history 
and the household’s income status. 
 

Individual Factors 
 
Personal factors that influence individual behaviour 
 
Individual level factors refer to biological and 
personal history factors that increase the risk of 
violence. The most common of these risk factors is 
being male, as males are more aggressive than 
females in all human societies for which evidence is 
available. According to Buvinic and colleagues9, 
male aggression has been identified as the only  

 
 
difference in behaviour between the sexes that 
transpires before age two, indicating that there are 
biological roots to male aggression.  
 
Having a low level of education, being of a young 
age and a low socio-economic status also pose as 
risk factors for both being a victim or perpetrator of 
violence, because community members that have a 
low level of education and who are living in a low 
socio-economic income-level often have limited 
access to resources, which then increases their 
acceptance of violence, as they do not see a way 
out.   
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Exposure to violence during childhood, which may 
be in the form of witnessing or being a victim of 
physical and/or sexual violence as a child, has a 
significant impact on the likelihood of committing 
or being a victim of violence as an adult. Attitude 
also plays an important role, as there is a high 
correlation between men and women perceiving 
violence as acceptable behaviour and their 
exposure to violence as both victims and 
perpetrators. 
 

 
5 World Health Organization/London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
(2010). Preventing intimate partner and sexual violence against women: taking 
action and generating evidence. Geneva, World Health Organization. 

 
 
Additional factors that have been identified as risk 
factors for violence include the excessive use of 
substances and anti-social personality disorder5. 
 
Ultimately, the Ecological framework proposes that 
violence is a result of an interplay between risk 
factors at the individual, relationship, community 
and societal level. Therefore when addressing the 
subject of violence it is important to take into 
consideration the various factors that inform the 
perpetration of violence
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3.Methodology
3.1 Aim 
This study aims to explore the factors contributing 
to violence in Alex and their impact, from the 
perspective of community members, as well as to 
provide an opportunity for community members to 
contribute to thinking around recommendations 
that inform Khulisa’s programming for peace-
making and social cohesion.  
 
 

3.2 Research Questions 
1. What factors contribute to violence in 

Alexandra? 
2. What impact does violence have on community 

members? 
3. What recommendations do community 

members propose to promote peace-making?  
 

 

 

3.3 Data collection & analysis 
Only qualitative data sources and methods of 
analysis have been adopted in this study. This data 
was drawn predominantly from the programme’s 
existing M&E data collection systems, which were 
performed by programme staff. Only the design of 
some of the data collection instruments and the 
Theory of Change (ToC) workshop were carried out 
by the external researcher. All are detailed below. 
 
Sample & data collection instruments: 
The study aimed to achieve trustworthiness 
primarily through the triangulation of data sources. 
 

 Meeting Minutes from 22 meetings 
with approximately 237 community 
members provided insight into the 
priority challenges and needs of 
various community stakeholder 
groups. 

 Workshop Reports on 7 workshops 
with 164 participants outlined 
community members’ 
responsiveness to and progress 
relating to skills development 
opportunities. 

 

Project Reports relating to 10 projects 
completed during the period of 
review were analysed for contextual 
challenges and community needs. 

 

Needs Analyses although informal, 
were conducted with 5 stakeholder 
groups in Alex during the period of 
review. These provided data relating 
to challenges, community resources 
and needs. 

 

Surveys were completed by 6 
stakeholder groups, and insights 
from the finding were drawn from 3 
of these reports, which collectively 
surveyed 1207 community members. 

 Dialogue circles with 202 community 
members provided rich qualitative 
data around indivual, relational and 
community factors impacting on 
various stakeholder groups. 

 

Theory of Change Workshop  served 
as an opportunity to incorporate 
participatory methods of data 
collection into gathering participants’ 
insights around solutions to the 
challenges in Alex. 

 
Analysis: The results were qualitative, and thematic 
content analysis was used to draw out themes in 
response to the primary research questions. 
 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 
Appropriate ethical procedures have been followed 
to ensure that participation was informed and 
voluntary, and that the data remains confidential 
and anonymous.  
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4. Findings 
 
This section of the report presents the overarching 
themes that arose from the analysis of the data 
gathered during the course of the project.  
 
The findings were analysed using the Ecological 
Model that has been adapted to reflect the ‘risk 
factors for violence’. This model provided a 
framework for organizing the data into sensible 
themes, constituting risk factors, within the context 
of violence.  
 

4.1 What factors contribute to violence in 
Alexandra? 

4.1.1. Societal Factors 
Using the Ecological model as a guideline, all 
responses relating to broader factors that would 
contribute towards reducing community members’ 
inhibitions against violence, were included in 
themes falling under the category of societal 
factors.  
 
Three primary themes arose under Societal Factors, 
namely:  
 

 

Negative experiences of Government 
 
 

Definition: Community Members’ lack of 
confidence in the Government’s 

commitment to assisting them. 
 
This theme arose in relation to negative 
perceptions of a Government that provides false 
hope. There appears to be an understanding that 
Government engagement is politically motivated. 

 
“They promise us heaven and earth…when 
they get the vote they forget about us…” 

(NGO Representative & Community member) 

 
Furthermore, when there are any engagements 
with government, community members appear to 
be left feeling unheard. This sense of hopelessness 
in gaining support and assistance from the 
Government was felt particularly strongly amongst 
community members living in the Madala Hostel: 
 

“Nobody cares about us” 
(Community Member) 

 
Although this theme is not listed as a risk factor on 
the Ecological Model of Risk Factors for violence, it 
can be argued that the participants lack of 
confidence in the Government’s commitment to 
assisting them, would extend to include a lack of 
confidence in the Government’s commitment to 
responding to factors affecting their communities, 
such as the violence and unrest. 
 
Government’s response to violence is most 
commonly assessed through the programmes and 
services provided through state institutions, such 
as: Social Development, Health, Justice, Education, 
Correctional Services and Police.  
 
As is evident in the theme of “Poor support 
services”, the communities’ experiences of state 
responses to violence are in line with a view that 
they lack confidence in Government’s commitment 
to responding to violence. 
 

Social and cultural norms support violence 
 

Definition: All responses in which 
participants refer to social and cultural 

norms that perpetuate inequalities and values that 
are entrenched in patriarchy.  
 
Data demonstrated intergenerational social and 
cultural norms along the lines of race, gender and 
nationality, that are enforced in Alex. These were 
predominantly expressed through high levels of 
fear for personal safety, based on gender or 
nationality, and as frustrations with the lack of 

“Perpetrators walk free…” 
(Springbok Community member) 

Societal	Factors

Negative	experiences	of	
Government

Social	&	Cultural	norms	
supporting	GBV

Poverty
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access to opportunities and resources, based on 
race. Systemic poverty and inequality seem to have 
made ‘difference’ a source of systemic and physical 
violence within the community affecting trust, 
peace and social cohesion. Community members 
further shared that there are limited opportunities 
for engagement that allow for recognition of 
differences and which promote understanding and 
a sense of togetherness and community. 
 

Poverty 
 

 
Definition: Participants’ descriptions of 
various factors associated with poverty and 

poor social security, which in some instances were 
linked to an increased risk of violence.  
 
“…children are suffering from hunger. Most 
parents in the hostel are not employed, so 

most children go to school hungry. Some are 
from child-headed households…The children 

are compelled to steal so they can feed 
themselves.” 

(Community Member) 

 
In various discussions, comments that highlight the 
extent of poverty that some community members 
live in were raised. The lack of resources, as a result 
of poverty, was frequently mentioned under this 
theme, and included: water, electricity and food. 
 
“Poverty is the root of all these problems…” 

(Community Member) 

 
Poverty negatively affects the risk factors at the 
community, relational and individual levels of the 
Ecological Model of violence. This is highlighted in 
later themes relating to services and opportunities 
that are disempowering due to their inaccessibility, 
high levels of dependency and stress, which one 
participant linked to the cycle of violence. 
 
Across the data, three broad societal factors arose 
in relation to GBV, namely: (1) negative experiences 
of Government, (2) social and cultural norms that 
support violence and (3) poverty. Based on the 
discussions, these were all recognized as factors 
that create an environment in which community 
members have an increased risk of violence. 

4.1.2. Community Factors 
Based on the Ecological model, all risk factors that 
occur within the communities, institutions and 
organisations that one interacts with on a daily 
basis, would fall into this category. This includes any 
risk factors associated with resources, services and 
accessibility relating to neighborhoods, schools and 
workplaces.  
 
Community factors were present in most of the 
dialogues. Three primary themes arose under this 
category of risk factors. 

 

Poor support services 
 

Definition: All experiences of social and 
health that included inadequate treatment 

and care of the victim. 
 
Responses in this theme related predominantly to 
the lack of health and psychosocial support 
services. There was recognition that there are high 
levels of trauma affecting community members. 
 
“(There is a need)…because of past traumatic 

experiences of community members.” 
(NGO representative & Community Member) 

 
“They have discovered really traumatizing 
objects, including the discovery of bodies, 

babies that have been illegally aborted, 
chickens and dogs that have been used for 

rituals…” 
(Volunteer Wastepickers & Community Members) 

 
The lack of health and social services were a source 
of immense frustration for community members, 
and created a barrier to even attempting to access 
support. 
 

“…gender-based violence and abuse of the 
elderly are common, however people are 

afraid to come out and ask for help” 
(Madala Hostel resident & Community Member) 

Community	Factors

Poor	support	services

Unsafe	public	spaces

Limited	access	to	opportunities
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Unsafe public spaces 
 

Definition: Any public spaces that were 
considered to be unsafe specifically because 
they are associated with experiences of 

violence. 
 
During the surveys and dialogue circles, many of the 
participants’ shared their fears of the dangers in 
their communities. 
 

“Crime, gender-based violence, gangs…” 
(Teacher & community member) 

 
Parks, roads and places with long grass were the 
most commonly listed places where participants do 
not feel safe. 
  

Limited access to opportunities 
 

Definition: All responses in which 
participants refer to either limited, or a lack 
of education and employment opportunities.  

 
Amongst the community members, there was a 
common perception that there were very limited 
education and work opportunities for youth. 
 

“…they are greatly worried about the high 
unemployment rate, especially amongst the 

youth, as they spend most of their time 
sleeping with nothing to do.” 

(Community Member) 

 
Community members felt that there were not even 
youth programmes, or recreational facilities in 
place to substitute for the lack of education and 
employment opportunities. 
 

“No activities to develop and support the 
youth” 

(Community Member) 

 
In some cases, participants stated their perceptions 
of how the youth’s limited access to educational 
and employment opportunities linked to 
widespread substance use. 
 

“Not enough work after completing 
matric...Turning to drugs.” 

(NGO representative & Community Member) 

 

Substance abuse, as is demonstrated in a later 
theme, is believed to be a cause of violence in Alex, 
ultimately highlighting how limited access to 
opportunities, amongst the youth, contributes 
towards increasing the risk factors associated with 
violence. 
 
Poor support services was considered to create 
barriers to reporting violence, while unsafe public 
spaces and limited access to opportunities were 
seen to contribute towards increasing the risk 
factors associated with it. 
 

4.1.3. Relationship Factors 
Relationship factors, in the framework of the 
Ecological model, consist of all relationships with 
family, intimate partners and friends. Although they 
were present in many of the discussions, these 
factors tended to occur with the least frequency. 

 

Family Dysfunction 
 

Definition: All responses in which 
participants describe various instances of 
intergenerational violence, poor parenting 

practices, parental conflict and circumstances 
highlighting the breakdown of families. 
 
Although, there were very few narratives related to 
family dysfunction, the few stories that were 
shared, suggested that it was far more prevalent 
than what was reported. 
 
Stories of violence between intimate partners were 
most common. 
 

“One thing she never thought she could do 
was to forgive the man that used to physically 

abuse her…”  
(Bombani Shelter Resident & Community Member) 

 
 
Interestingly, there were also reports, from a 
number of communities, of children who are the 
perpetrators of violence within their own families. 
Most notably, community members associated 

Relationship	Factors Family	Dysfunction
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family dysfunction with substance abuse amongst 
men, women and children. 
 
Within families, poor parenting, abuse, substance 
abuse and the stress associated with poverty 
seemed to be the primary risk factors at a 
relationship level.  
 

4.1.4. Individual factors 
Based on the Ecological model, all personal factors 
that influence individual behavior, were included in 
this category of risk factors. Individual factors were 
present in discussions, with a primary theme 
around mental health. 

 

Mental health and behaviour problems  
 

Definition: For the most part this theme 
includes responses relating to the 

widespread problem of substance abuse, teen 
pregnancy and risk behaviour, which has been 
linked to mental health issues by some of the 
participants. 
 
Of the behavioural issues that arose under this 
theme, participants considered substance abuse to 
be the most prevalent. 
 

“An increased number of school going 
children who are taking drugs and abusing 

alcohol.” 
(NGO representative & Community Member) 

 
Alcohol abuse was the most frequently mentioned, 
but drugs such as “Nyaope” and “Dagga” were also 
listed amongst the substances children and youth 
were using. 
 
Substance abuse was seen to be the cause of many 
forms of violence in the community. 
 

“Substance abusers robbing and mugging 
community members.” 

(NGO representative & Community Member) 

 
This extended to include children’s violent behavior 
within their families. 

 
Participants considered substance abuse to be the 
result of the lack of educational and employment 
opportunities. 
 

“…lack of jobs causes the use of drugs and 
alcohol to the community.” 

(NGO Representative & Community Member) 

 
These participants also highlighted how substance 
abuse further exacerbates the cycle of poverty. 
 
“Children drop out of school because of they 

are exposed to substance abuse…” 
(NGO Representative & Community Member) 

 
In spite of the widespread problem of substance 
abuse, there appears to be no programmes, or 
rehabilitation facilities in place, as many service 
providers expressed not knowing where to refer 
children who are abusing substances. 
 
“There’s huge problem of children who drink 
and use drugs…but parents don’t know where 

to ask for help.” 
(NGO Representative & Community Member) 

 
In addition to substance abuse, teen pregnancy and 
prostitution were listed as challenges amongst 
young girls within communities. In some instances, 
this was linked to substance abuse. 
 
Ultimately, children and youth appeared to be 
particularly vulnerable to substance abuse. 
According to the data, substance abuse is a primary 
contributor to increasing risk factors associated 
with violence on a community, relationship and 
individual level. 
 
 
In all, each of the themes presents the risk factors 
in isolation, and does not show the complex 
interplay that occurs between each of these 
factors, and how that interplay varies between 
communities, and even individuals within 
communities. 
 
Some of the participants did, however, refer to this 
interplay, and in all instances referred to it as a cycle 
of violence, or abuse. 
 
 
 
 

Individual	Factors Mental	health	&	behavioural	
problems
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4.2 What impact does violence have on 
community members in Alex? 
 

4.2.1. Community Leaders - hopelessness 
There were strong feelings of helplessness resulting 
from the lack of a coordinated and well-resourced 
response to the overwhelming socio-economic 
challenges within the community. The emerging 
sentiment in community settings in Alex, is a 
collective feeling of frustration and anger that has 
been heightened by years of waiting for promises 
to be fulfilled. 
 

4.2.2. Community members – discrimination 
People are marginalised based on differences (race, 
gender & nationality), and there are limited 
opportunities for engagement that allow for 
recognition of differences and which promote 
understanding and a sense of togetherness and 
community.  
 
As a result of Apartheid, we have inherited a society 
of multiple fragmentations, where othering based 
on differences is the norm, and it has real 
consequences for shaping the responses of all 
those who legitimate violent behaviour, based on 
exclusion. 
 

4.2.3. Caregivers - isolation 
Parents and caregivers are struggling to raise their 
children and grandchildren  in an environment 
where the challenges affecting youth perpetuate 
the cycles of poverty and violence. They feel alone 
at a time when they really need guidance and 
support.  
 

4.2.4. Children & Youth – poor mental health 
Experiences of poverty, violence and lack of 
opportunity force children and youth into a state of 
survival. They feel disconnected and are resorting 
to crime, substance use and conflict to solve their 
problems.  
 
Through their various engagements with 
community members, in the forms of dialogue 
circles, workshops, training, events and surveys, 
Khulisa both discovered and inspired pockets of 
active citizenship. 
 

Wastepickers 
“The waste pickers are a group of people that have 
taken up cleaning the Jukskei River with no stipend 
or funding…The waste pickers are lead by Junkie 
Matlala, one of the community members who 
started the 3 day initiative and has continued to 
mobilise community members on a voluntary 
basis…” 
 
In additionl to the Waste pickers, there were a 
number of individual community members that 
expressed the desire to become more active in the 
development of their community, and have 
“volunteered to mobilise more people”. 
 
 
This is  a significant finding , because it represents a 
potentially powerful resource within the 
community, and highlights the catalytic effect that 
Khulisa’s approach to  promoting peace-making in 
Alex  has had on community members, and one of 
the key assumptions that they rely on in the success 
of their peace-making programme. 
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4.3 What recommendations do community 
members propose to promote peace-
making in Alex? 

Theory of Change 
 
Khulisa hosted a Theory of Change workshop for a 
collective of organisations working in Alex, most of 
whom were a part of the Alex NGO Forum. Through 
a participatory approach, the workshop included a 
problem tree analysis, visioning exercise and then a 
process of mapping change in order to connect 
these, which resulted in the programme’s theory of 
change (ToC) (shown in the diagram on the 
following page). 
 

 
 
Problem Statement: Literature, as well as the data 
from community members, affirms that violence in 
Alex is a daily occurrence, ranging from endemic 
rates of robbery, assault and gender-based 
violence, to regular lootings and violent protests. 
This violence is characterised by distrust, tension 
and conflict between sub-groups within the 
community. Despite the implementation of the 
Urban Renewal Project in Alex, the township 
remains under-developed, with the increasing 
density fo the population intensifying pressure on 
community infrastructure and resources, leading to 
violence and unrest. 
 
There is a need to promote peace and active 
citizenship with key community stakeholders, who 
can initiate a course for positive change in Alex and 
beyond. 
 
According to the programme’s ToC, the goal is that 
individuals, families and communities in Alex are 

empowered and motivated towards positive 
change, with a vision of a cohesive community in 
which diverse groups are supported through strong 
social networks that are able to resolve dissent and 
conflict peacefully and contribute to the 
sustainable development of the community.  
 
Based on the discussions held within the ToC 
workshop, community members from Alex believe 
that: 
 
If some of the basic preconditions for collective 
impact are met amongst community-based 
ORGANISATIONS in Alex; then this will promote 
better governance, increased collaboration and the 
formalisation of more organisations, leading to 
increased access to resources, greater 
organisational capacity for community 
development and a collective response that better 
meets the needs of the community; and 
 
If the COMMUNITY has access to opportunities for 
connection and peace-building; then these safe 
spaces will promote healing from trauma, which 
will in turn increase the capacity for empathy within 
the community, allowing for greater participation in 
community engagements and more connection; 
and 
 
If INDIVIDUAL community members gain the skills 
and sense of hope that inspires active citizenship; 
then the community will be more responsive and 
resourceful, as there will be a greater awareness of 
not only the challenges, but also the potential local 
resources, and more individuals with the skills to 
actively participate in community development. 
 
The participants in the workshop further believe 
that: 
 
If organisations’ collective responses better meet 
the needs of the community, there is greater 
participation in community engagements and 
individuals within the community are more 
resourceful and responsive, then individuals, 
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families and communities in Alex will be 
empowered and motivated towards positive 
change. 
 
In order to contribute to these expected outputs, 
outcomes, and impact, Khulisa, in collaboration 
with corporate partners and Alex NGO’s, will: 
 
1. Run capacity development workshops; 
2. Support the establishment of NGO coalitions; 
3. Facilitate community engagements and 

dialogue circles; 
4. Provide psychosocial support and social relief 

services where possible; and  
5. Host awareness, skills development and 

mentorship programmes for children and 
youth.  

 
Finally, the workshop participants’ basic 
assumptions about this approach are that if there is 
ongoing analysis of context and conflict;  sufficient 
collaboration between relevant stakeholders for 
design, implementation and adaptation;  
continuous reflection on programming to meet 
emerging needs and to take advantage of emerging 
opportunities; and planning for sustainability is  
prioritised; then Alex can become a cohesive 
community in which diverse groups are supported 
through strong social networks that are able to 
resolve dissent and conflict peacefully and 
contribute to the sustainable development of the 
community. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
As South Africa emerges from the divides of our 
Apartheid history, a myriad of factors continue to 
disrupt social cohesion in our communities, 
endorsing violence and unrest and undermining our 
nation-building efforts.  
 
To date, theories of violence have been strongly 
influenced by either the disciplinary biases of 
psychology, sociology or criminology, or the 
ideological and political agendas of activists. These 
theories either tend to emphasise individual 
explanations of violence, or they give broader 
socio-political explanations. Notably, as single-
factor theories, they fail to capture the complexity 
of the interaction between the variables 
contributing to violence and unrest, and how it 
manifests in communities.  
 
The ecological model conceptualises violence as a 
multifaceted phenomenon, in which personal, 
situational and sociocultural factors interact with 
each other in ways unique to each individual and 
community. This has been applied within the 
context of the violence and unrest in Alexandra, 
highlighting the interaction between factors across 
all levels of the local ecology. 
 
The findings suggest that violence prevention, 
through the peace-making programme is necessary 

across multiple levels of the Alex Community 
ecology. The findings also draw attention to the fact 
that although there is still fragmentation within the 
community, there are pockets of unity and active 
citizenship that can be ignited through strengths-
based programming and support.  
 
While there are still clear signs of weak social 
cohesion, in terms of race, crime and inequality, 
there are also significant indicators of strong social 
cohesion, such as the waste pickers. There are also 
significant efforts towards building social cohesion 
in the form of the Alex NGO Forum, which are 
ongoing, but require the support, coordination and 
capacity to achieve meaningful change. 
 
The community members’ proposed 
recommendations, as illustrated through the 
Theory of Change, emphasise the value of 
partnering with community members to implement 
sustainable and responsive peace-making 
programmes, by ensuring that these are 
community-driven. In conclusion, it is hoped that 
this report will serve to provide the insight and 
understanding relevant to motivating local policy 
makers, civil society leaders and the broader 
community in, and surrounding Alex, to promote 
and support peace-making programmes within the 
community. 
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6. Recommendations 
 

 
The findings resulting from the study provide a 
valuable source of insight into community 
perceptions of the factors contributing to violence 
in Alex, their impact on community members and 
their proposed solutions to addressing them. Based 
on these insights, 4 strategic focus areas are 
recommended towards promoting peace-making in 
Alex going forward.  
 
The purpose of the strategic focus areas is only to 
serve as a guide for relevant stakeholders (local 
government, service providers, community 
members etc.) to develop actionable objectives 
that are relevant within their particular 
communities, which are in line with the Community 
Capacity Enhancement (CCE) approach: 
 

1. Promoting the identification of the 
strengths and resources that exist within 
the community. 

2. Acknowledging the value of the personal 
experience and knowledge held by the 
various community stakeholders. 

3. Increasing community buy-in and 
ownership of the development and 
intervention processes. 

 
These focus areas are in no way a comprehensive 
representation of recommendations to promote 
peace-making in Alex. 
 

 

6.1 Strategic Focus Areas 
 

6.1.1. Improve support services 
Based on the findings, improving access to and the 
quality of support services within the community 
would be most impactful in terms of addressing risk 
factors affecting violence, and as a point of healing 
from widespread trauma, promoting community 
engagement and building trust.  
 

6.1.2 Targeted programmes 
Developing and implementing programmes that 
target public safety, substance abuse and youth 
development, would address some of the primary 
driving forces behind violence. Mobilising 
community members to advocate for, and drive the 
implementation of such programmes is another 
focus area arising from the findings presented in 
this report. 
 

6.1.3. Inspiring active citizenship 
There were, as mentioned, pockets of community 
members, who want to take action to bring about 
positive change within their communities. 
Identifying and supporting these community 
members provides a source of intervention that is 
potentially more sustainable and responsive than 
those initiated by external stakeholders. 
 

6.1.4 Monitoring & Evaluation  
A robust M&E system has the potential to generate 
insights that promote ongoing learning, and 
facilitate evidence-based decision-making for 
programme development, and the theory of 
change provides a valuable source of guidance for 
developing this.

 


