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Investing in the future

A bigger role for 
business in education
Yazeed Kamaldien

W
h e n  C y r i l 
R a m a p h o s a 
donated R100-mil-
lion to Free State 
schools in March 

and challenged other businesses 
to do the same, he reignited debate 
about the most appropriate CSI 
spend on education. Specialists in 
the field say businesses that invest 
in education should not just throw 
money at problems, but rather help 
schools build the capacity of educa-
tors for better results.

The donation by Ramaphosa’s 
Shanduka Group was matched by 
the Kagiso Trust and doubled by the 
Free State education department. A 
total of R400-million was committed 
to a five-year project that will target 
400 schools in Botshabelo, Thaba 
Nchu and Fezile Dabi.

The Mail & Guardian reported at 
the time that the funds would “ben-
efit the schools through infrastruc-
ture improvement, as well as devel-
opment of management skills and 
teachers’ curriculum knowledge”.

Ramaphosa challenged other 
businesses to follow suit: “We want 
to see companies committing real 
serious money, as two companies 
that are black-owned have commit-
ted money; real money.” He said he 
would soon “lead a campaign to get 
as many companies as possible” to 
invest in public education. 

Louise van Rhyn, founder of edu-
cational non-profit organisation 
Symphonia, welcomed the invest-
ment in the sector, but said returns 
would depend on how the money 
was spent. She said that schools do 

not want to be dependent on busi-
nesses, but seek them as partners in 
providing education. 

“I absolutely agree that business 
has a role to play in education. We 
just need to be clear about what is 
the appropriate way. The old style 
is that business comes with a big 
cheque and thinks they can assert 
their authority on schools. That just 
creates dependency. It is demean-
ing and disrespectful. You must 
hear school principals talk about 
how businesses make donations to 
feel better and think that everybody 
should now be grateful.”

Van Rhyn said donations need 
to be appropriate to the needs of a 
school. 

“Some schools have rooms where 
they keep all the stuff that businesses 
donated to them but they cannot 
use. They would be better off with 
another IT teacher or training for a 
maths teacher,” she said.

One of Symphonia’s projects 
matches business leaders with 
school principals. 

Instead of asking companies to 
donate funds, Symphonia asks busi-
ness leaders to invest time at schools 
to offer principals insight into organ-
isational, financial and resource 
management.

“It is a reciprocal relationship and 
principals are treated as a resource 
in this process. Businesses bring 
their knowledge, skills and man-
power into the schools. We bring 
business leaders in as a thinking 
partner for the principal. The busi-
ness leader learns from the principal 
as well,” said Van Rhyn.

“You need to spend time at schools 
and find the real needs. Out of that 

you develop the right approach and 
a vision for a school. You help the 
school find what they need. You 
cannot just throw money at prob-
lems. We need capacity, skills and 
resources to improve education.”

Another vital lesson Van Rhyn has 
learnt is that principals value part-
nerships but “hate the idea of adopt-
a-school. They do not want to be 
adopted. You do not adopt a school, 
you can partner with a school”.

“It is not about a quick fix because 
that is not sustainable. The best way 
to go about this is for a business to 
make a five-year commitment to a 
school and work with it,” she said.

Research by the CRF Institute, for-
merly called the Corporate Research 
Foundation, shows that a number 
of major corporations with invest-
ments in education choose to inter-
vene at primary school level.

The institute’s country manager, 
Samantha Crous, said many business 
leaders believe that South African 
education is in a crisis and they need 
to intervene to ensure an adequate 
talent supply for their ranks in the 
future.

Investment in education is a pri-
ority concern among many of the 
employers listed in the institute’s 
annual survey of top performers, 
said Crous. “We are seeing signifi-
cant investment in training and 
developing the whole person, with 
professional and financial services at 
the very top of the list. This is encour-
aging; it means corporates are not 
content to accept a gradual dumbing 
down of the workforce.”

Company programmes to inter-
vene at school level range from bur-
saries to entrepreneurship training 
and extra tuition at weekend classes. 

“Learners are not getting what they 
need in schools. This has a knock-
on effect at universities. The impli-

cations are concerning for South 
Africa’s workforce,” said Crous. “It is 
the school-leaving and graduate tal-
ent that is thin on the ground. It is 
this that corporates are feeling the 
need to address.”

Crous cautioned, though, that it 
was “not always ideal” for businesses 
to finance education. “We should 
be cautious of companies taking 
on the role of tertiary institutions. 
Universities and colleges do not have 
affiliations that can influence their 
teaching to the same extent that 
companies do. We should be vigi-
lant both ethically and ideologically. 
And we certainly need to keep a close 
eye on what these professionals are 
being taught,” she said.

Lobby group Equal Education said 
Ramaphosa’s donation “is positive 
in principle”, though getting busi-
nesses involved in education can be 
problematic.

“The efficacy of the donation will 
depend on the merit in the project. 
In the past, too many businesses 
have donated to gimmicks instead of 
proper investment in infrastructure, 
provision of textbooks and libraries, 
teacher training and support. This 
is where investment is needed from 
the government and business,” said 
Doron Isaacs, one of the group’s 

Throwing money at problems does not solve all 
the issues that schools face

Dan Maré

Although they may become annoy-
ingly overused, buzzwords do pro-
vide interesting insight into what a 
particular industry is thinking about, 
what it observes as trends and how it 
may intend to influence its markets.

In recent years, “greenwashing” 
has been used to describe a company 
that enthusiastically markets its 
“green” efforts despite decidedly eco-
unfriendly processes and practices. 
Now both the buzzword and the con-
cept have been adapted to include 
broader socially responsible prac-
tices, including social investment, in 
“goodwashing”.

The term acknowledges the well-
researched and often-quoted rise in 
consumer interest in volunteering, 
social causes and responsible busi-
ness practices, and reflects concern 
that companies and brands are 
exploiting that interest.

The same research, like that con-
ducted by Nielsen in 2012, usually 
indicates that consumers appear 
more likely to purchase brands shar-
ing their conscientiousness, so there 
is money to be made by companies 
that “care” about their communi-
ties, support local activism and make 
being “good corporate citizens” a 
core part of their identity.

To their credit, many companies 
genuinely are committed to social 
sustainability. Goodwashing occurs, 
however, when companies care more 
about how their social activity is per-
ceived by their stakeholders and less 
about the social activity itself.

It occurs when a company’s cor-
porate social investment strategy 
is drafted by its brand or advertis-
ing agency without any input from 
development experts or partners, or 
when company “volunteer days” are 
shaped by what employees love to do, 
rather than by what their beneficiar-
ies really need.

A company is in danger of good-
washing when their donations to 
charities or non-governmental 
organisations are once-off or spo-
radic and valued at less than the 
resources invested in talking about 
“their CSI”.

Discerning consumers are learning 
the difference between goodwashing 
and impactful social investment. By 
avoiding goodwashing, companies 
also avoid negative sentiment and 
potentially a loss in revenue thanks 
to consumers who feel manipulated 
or, worse, lied to.

The best way to avoid goodwashing 
is to place social responsibility at the 
front and centre of business strategy 
in every department, from procure-
ment to manufacturing, distribution 
to marketing. That way, social activi-
ties are a natural part of everyday 
business, not just an add-on to gener-
ate publicity. 

They are also given their own stra-
tegic consideration. As a natural con-
sequence, there is likely to be real, 
sincere impact to communicate to 
stakeholders.

Transparency around what is spent 
on social initiatives, what of that 
directly goes to beneficiaries (rather 
than, say, administrative costs) and 
what impact is achieved also contrib-
utes to the market perception that 
communication of social activities is 
sincere, rather than goodwashing.

And if “sincerity” becomes a buzz-
word too, because that is really what 
communicators are aiming for, per-
haps that is a good thing.

Dan Maré is editorial and language 
specialist at Tshikululu Social 
Investments

Charity
goes beyond 
the money

Cyril Ramaphosa’s Shanduka Group will donate R100-million over five years to Free State schools. Photo: Oupa Nkosi
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