South Africa

Side-by-side campaign promotes nurturing care for all children in

South Africa

Although under-5 mortality rates continue
to fall in South Africa, many children fail

to reach their full potential as evidenced

by high levels of stunting' and suboptimal
educational outcomes.? In line with the
Sustainable Development Goals and the
Global Strategy for Women'’s, Children’s
and Adolescents’ Health, a shift of focus is
needed, from ensuring that children survive
to ensuring that they also thrive.®

Under the National Integrated Early
Childhood Development (ECD) Policy

of 2015,* the Department of Health is
responsible for providing a comprehensive
package of ECD services for children
aged 0-2 years,® including support for
responsive caregiving and early learning,
at health facility and household levels.
Closely aligned with the Nurturing Care
Framework, this policy highlights linkages
between the well-being of mothers and
that of their infants, and the importance
for young children of establishing secure
and loving relationships with parents and
other caregivers.® This new mandate is
challenging for the health sector which

has historically focused only on ensuring
that children receive child survival

services, frequently delivered as vertical
programmes. The new policy offers a single
unified approach to providing services to
yound children that foster nurturing care.

A national campaign to promote
nurturing care reaches families
and providers

As part of implementing the ECD policy,
the Department of Health — with support
from civil society, academics, multilateral
agencies and private foundations with
experience in ECD, child health and
communication — created and is leading an
under-5 child health campaign known as
Side-by-Side. This campaign focuses on the
supportive relationship between child and
caregiver, as well as the relationship with
practitioners, including health-care workers,
who help and advise the caregiver.

Side-by-Side aims to convey the concept
of partnership and togetherness, reminding
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everyone that “it takes a village to raise a
child”. It presents the idea of child rearing
as ajourney shared by caregivers, their
children and all those who help and
support them.

The campaign speaks to caregivers: its
central message is “You are central to your
child’s nurturing, care, and protection — and
their lifelong health outcomes. Your health
worker is there to support you.”

At the centre of a campaign is the Road

to Health booklet (RtHB), which has been
redesigned and revised by the Child, Youth
and School Health directorate within the
National Department of Health. All parents
receive the booklet on the birth of each
child; it serves as a health record as well
as containing health and development
promotion messages. The RtHB has been
revised to make it more user-friendly

and to maximize its potential as a tool for
communication and behavioural change.
Its content is organized around five
“knowledge pillars” or themes: nutrition,
love, protection, health care and extra care
(Figure 1).

IMPORTANT: Always bring this book when you visit
any clinic, doctor, or hospital.

2030

These pillars address the needs of children
(as opposed to the services delivered by
the health system) and are intended to
cover all aspects of early childhood growth,

Figure 1. The Road to Health booklet’s five themes: what children need to grow and

develop

NUTRITION Good nutrition is important for you and your child to
grow and be healthy. It starts with breastfeeding.

LOVE Your child learns from looking at you when you hold
them close to you and love, play and talk to them.

PROTECTION Your child can be protected from disease and
injury by getting immunised and by playing in safe places.

HEALTHCARE Your child needs help from you or a health worker
when they are sick or injured.

EXTRA CARE Your child may need special care or support and
knowing what to do and where to go will help both of you.



Please draw a picture of what you think the Road ta Health book is all about? Please explain

why?
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health and development. Each section of
the RtHB includes messages for caregivers
and a log to be completed by health-care
workers recording the child’s growth and
development.

In addition to the revised RtHB and
accompanying materials, the Side-by-Side
campaign includes:

- aradio drama to be broadcast weekly
on 11 regional radio stations in 9 of the
country’s 11 official languages. It will
cover topics related to all five pillars;
each episode will be followed by a
question and answer session featuring
a local health-care worker or other early
childhood development expert, and it
will run from June 2018 for three years;

«  MomConnect: a mobile phone service
through which pregnant women and
mothers of children aged O—1receive
regular texts. Messages for mothers of
children up to age 5 are currently being
developed, and will be provided to
caregivers through a Side-by-Side app;
and

« provision of printed materials including
Side-by-Side messages in all official
languages.

Challenges and lessons learned

Ensuring optimal use of the RtHB remains
an important challenge. Although some
of the interventions outlined in the
booklet are already provided at scale (e.g.

| also liked the information where

it talks about the importance of

both parents taking part in the
development of the baby. It’s not the
responsibility of a mom only to take

care of the child but the dad also has
a part to play: children need their
fathers as well to be happy.

Community health worker, focus group
discussion, KwaZulu-Natal

immunization), others (e.g. tracking of
developmental milestones) are less widely
provided. Including these intervention in the
RtHB and popularizing the five pillars should
promote demand for the services. In the
medium term, it is anticipated that health-
care workers at primary level facilities and
community health workers during household
visits will address each of the five pillars in
every child health consultation. Addressing
both demand and supply sides should
facilitate scale-up of these interventions.

While the process has involved a range

of stakeholders, other government
departments, especially the Department of
Social Development, need to engage with it
more actively.

The road ahead

One million RtHBs have been printed and
distributed to South Africa’s nine provinces;
health-care workers in all 52 districts have



This book is not only for
immunization like the other one,
it will help me to see if my baby

is growing well. There is so much
information for mothers.

Caregiver, focus group discussion, Limpopo

been informed about it; and each province
has a plan to ensure optimal use of the
booklet.

Other plans for 2018 include promoting
Side-by-Side community activities, at which
information and early childhood services
(from the health and other sectors) will be
provided, and developing protocols and
tools to ensure that child health visits are

structured around the booklet’s five themes.

While the packages of care associated
with the nutrition, protection and health
care pillars are relatively well defined,
further work is required to develop the
pillars of love and extra care. Further

work on monitoring and evaluation is also
required. A draft ECD dashboard has been
developed, and opportunities are being
explored for using this to provide feedback
to health workers and other officials at
provincial and district levels.

The Side-by-Side campaign has been well
received by many stakeholders. It is hoped
that over the next three to five years it

will provide a platform for introducing the
concept of nurturing care, and expanding
and strengthening the package of services
provided to young children in South Africa.
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