
PHILANI 
You train a mother and you train a na�on. 
The mentor mothers are pillars in the community.

Suppor�ng parents & their babies

Western Cape and Eastern Cape

Area of opera�on  Area of opera�on  

Philani was established in 1979 by a Swedish doctor in the 

'informal' se�lements on the outskirts of Cape Town to rehabilitate 

malnourished children and provide informa�on and support to 

pregnant and new mothers. Since then Philani has grown and now 

offers services throughout Khayelitsha and Cape Town, as well as in 

the Eastern Cape. The model is also being implemented in Ethiopia 

and Swaziland.  This programme is centered around the idea that 

communi�es are best placed to solve their own problems, and that 

women within these communi�es, who have children that are 

thriving, are best placed to be trained to deliver services to others. 

Iden�fying sustainable and effec�ve strategies to improve maternal 

and child outcomes is a high priority in low and middle income 

countries (LMICs). O�en interven�on strategies address only one 

health risk at a �me or begin when children are older. Intervening 

later is more costly with less return on investment. 

The Philani maternal, child health and nutri�on project works with 

mothers in poor communi�es to prevent malnutri�on, rehabilitate 

underweight children and promote good health. It has developed 

to include a holis�c program targe�ng maternal and child health, 

job skills development and an Early Childhood Development 

programme. The Philani model, which integrates a broad spectrum 

of maternal and child health interven�ons, improves maternal and 

child health as well as promo�ng the more efficient and effec�ve 

use of resources.

BackgroundBackground

What does it do?What does it do?

THIS PROGRAMME 
IS CENTERED 
AROUND THE IDEA 
THAT COMMUNITIES 
ARE BEST PLACED 
TO SOLVE THEIR 
OWN PROBLEMS

How it worksHow it works

Philani engages with community leaders to iden�fy the needs of 

the community and to select mothers, who have a posi�ve 

a�tude, are empathic, are non-judgmental and have good 

listening, organiza�onal and coping skills – these women become 

'Mentor Mothers' within the community.  

“Mentoring, baby nutrition and health care,  pre-and post natal education & support”

Contact details:  PHILANI 
    021 387 5124           info@philani.org.za
      www.philani.org.za.



Suppor�ng parents & their babies

During a four to six week assessment and training period, mentor 

mothers are trained in skills on HIV/AIDS, maternal general and 

mental health, nutri�on, basic child health, early s�mula�on and 

play, knowledge about community resources and services, and 

informa�on on grant referral mechanisms. Following training, 

successful applicants are employed and conduct home visits to 

other mothers in the community, building suppor�ve and trus�ng 

rela�onships and discussing family and paren�ng related issues, 

during each 15-45 minute visit. Ongoing supervision and input from 

coordinators and local clinic nursing staff contributes to the 

program's success. In the experience of Philani community-based 

programmes work when there is rigorous supervision and ongoing 

training.

Mothers in the interven�on group are:
Ÿ less likely to engage in hazardous drinking during 

pregnancy;
Ÿ less likely to give birth to a low birth weight infant;
Ÿ breas�eed longer, and breas�eed exclusively for six 

months;
Ÿ adhere to the complete protocol for preven�on of mother 

to child transmission of HIV; 
Ÿ take their ARV medica�on antenatally and postnatally;
Ÿ likely to have fewer infants - 2 standard devia�ons or 

more below the mean;
Ÿ likely to have infants with fewer clinic visits and few 

episodes of diarrhoea.

SuccessesSuccesses

The programme provides both 

task-shi�ing (tasks being shi�ed 

from nurses and other 

professionals to community health 

workers), and site-shi�ing (from 

clinic to communi�es), and offers 

an interven�on model for building 

sustainable, locally tailored 

generalist community health 

worker programmes.

ChallengesChallenges

The process of assis�ng 
people to access social 
welfare grants is difficult 
and can take a long �me. 

This is especially 
problema�c where they 
are dependent on the 
grants for basic needs 
such as food. 

Key development findings/innova�onsKey development findings/innova�ons

Paraprofessional mentor mothers trained as generalists in 
maternal and child health can improve both maternal and 
child health outcomes over the first 18 months of life. The 
benefits crossed mul�ple domains of risk rather than 
impac�ng a single factor.  The fact that the early benefits of 
the interven�on that were seen at 6 months appear to be 
holding at 18 month has important implica�ons for 
improving child health across the life-span.  The early 
benefits of the interven�on on child health and cogni�on 
have the poten�al to significantly improve school readiness.  

Organisa�ons that work closely with communi�es need to be 
careful not to be seen as a handout organisa�on, each 
situa�on needs to be screened carefully.

How it works con�nuedHow it works con�nued
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