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INFRASTRUCTURE
By Mpumelelo Mlilo ~ Country Operations Manager, and Tinashe Padare ~ IT Officer

Gender links experienced phenomenal growth during the
2012 financial year. GL registered all country offices. These
now operate as legal entities. GL has been using a Microsoft
Exchange server housed at head office in Johannesburg,
to support country operations. This growth resulted in a
40% increase in IT support costs, with a majority of the
offices experiencing significant downtime, as they were
heavily dependent on the head office hardware. In line
with the Value for Money concept, GL had to find a balance
between keeping IT costs at a minimum without
compromising on quality and bringing about operational
efficiency. Below is a summary table highlighting the IT
challenges encountered as GL country operations increased.

Mpumelelo Mlilo Tinashe Padare

Key Area
Need to upgrade hardware and improve network infrastructure in the
excess of R 60 000,00.

Dependent on accessibility of the Head office servers at all times.

Electricity cuts in Johannesburg office would render other offices offline
and inconveniencing for example, the Francophone offices that are on
different time zones to Johannesburg. This would happen at least three
times a week, the costs of running the generator increased by 40%.
The Linux System required many hours providing technical support to
country offices.
Need to have a separate exchange server for calendar management.

Email exchanges, sharing documents like the planners, and the need for
a dedicated person to integrate such documents.
Use of outlook e-mail and Skype that are run on different systems increased
internal communication cost by about R 94,000.00 annually.
The demand on the IT department to maintain these services on the
exchange server in order minimise the frequency of the attacks.
All the country offices email various finance supporting documents, which
creates mail queues.

System that would offer these services at minimal
cost and convert capital costs to operational costs
thus reduces procurement costs.
Optimum use of internet regardless of location of
device.
Minimise down time to ensure communication
and information sharing at all times.

A system that would reduce the operational costs.

Calendar system integrated with email at minimal
cost.
Automate this process to minimise errors and time
spent on the exercise.
The convergence of internal communication
systems via Lync.
Outsource this function at minimal costs.

Automation that results in the achievement of
optimal time use.

In light of all these challenges, GL resolved to shift to the
Clouds, taking advantage of the already existing internet
connectivity between head office and all the country
offices. This change came at a cost of only 50% of the
overall annual projected IT costs, while guaranteeing
efficiency and value for money.

GL in the Clouds
In keeping up with the 21st Century technological advances,
and in an attempt to create IT efficiencies amongst country
operations, GL took to the Clouds with Microsoft 365.
With Microsoft 365, Gender Links users can access
documents, emails, and calendars from virtually any device,

Microsoft Exchange Expectation
Capital costs

Device and hardware
independence
Down time

IT skills requirement

Time Management/
Calendars
Monitoring and
Evaluation
Communication costs

Spam and antivirus
control
Document Management
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and from any location 365 days a year without depending
on the Head office central servers and hardware
functionality. This ensures 99.9% uptime ensuring that GL
staff are able to access IT resources at any time.

Advantages of Cloud Computing
The following are examples advantages of using Cloud
Computing;

Exchange Online:
There is no need to
maintain a Microsoft
exchange server in-
house, a move that reduces IT support costs by up to 80%.
The annual licence fees paid for each user caters for high-
level support by Microsoft engineers every single day of
the year. We anticipate realising a savings gain of
R36,000.00 during the first year of using Cloud Computing
packages like SharePoint, and expect that in the second
year, the savings will double.

SharePoint: With the finance department supporting over
nine (9) country operations, document sharing and auditing
can easily become a nightmare. SharePoint is an efficient
operating platform designed with online storage points
where financial documents can be stored, accessed, and
managed from any global location, at any time.

The SharePoint platform will be extended across all
programmes to allow for a regional document-sharing
platform. SharePoint will also be integrated with the Pastel
accounting system; this initiative removes duplication of
tasks because of synchronising processes.

Lync Online: Telephone costs are amongst the highest
operating costs. However, by using Lync online, a system
that provides virtual connections across all the country
office, using already existing bandwidth, telephone costs
are reduced significantly. Gender Links now uses Lync for
video calls and voice calls between the different sites. This
has reduced inter Gender Links offices costs by R 94,000.00
annually while enhancing communications within the GL
stable.

Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation
Cloud computing enables electronic scheduling of activities
though the online calendar, resulting in good planning
and time management.

It is easier to dream of working towards a goal than
achieving it, but Gender Links continues to be a place
where visions and dreams come true.

Over the past year I have grown and learnt life's valuable
lessons which no one can tell or teach you. These are
lessons that need to be experienced. I have learnt how to
manage myself as well as other staff members, guests,
work flows and our day-to-day consultants. I have even
learnt how to prioritise workloads in the dreaded Q1
quadrants. I have been groomed to work towards the bigger
picture; the end goal, which is to ensure staff have smooth
operational systems.

As an IT officer in a department that caters for the whole
regional organisation, I face many challenges each day
most of which fall directly into unannounced Q1/Q2 crises
related matters. This was worrying at first because I could
never plan my day to focus on my direct deliverables. Like
in cricket I am dubbed “the all-rounder” a person who
can bat and bowel when required to.

GL invested greatly in one of the latest methods of effective
communication, which is Cloud Computing; the migration
of emails into a cloud space that allows 98.8% “up time”
throughout the year. The migration happened in early
January of 2013 when all country managers were around.

My emotions towards the migration were different to what
most would expect. You would have expected me to be
nervous of this movement where about 64 staff members
in total would need to be migrated in under one week. I
was actually extremely excited about it. I saw this as a
new learning curve; my IT career at GL was taking me into
fresh fields.

Excerpt from Tinashe Padare’s Learning Journey, 2012

Tinashe Padare GL IT Officer and Malepota Mafeka, GL Country Manager Lesotho during
the GJLG Summit, Kopanong Hotel, SA. Photo: Trevor Davies
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HUMAN RESOURCES
By Vivian Bakainaga ~ Human Resources and Asset Manager

Gender Links (GL) has had exponential growth in the past
five years, from 13 to 60 staff. GL decentralised and spread
its wings across the SADC region, through the establishment
of country offices in Botswana Lesotho, Namibia, Madagascar,
Mauritius, Mozambique, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
The Gender Links staff compliment increased from 58 in
2012 to 60 in 2013. GL Cottages retained its staff compliment
of ten (10) throughout 2012. GL is managing its growth by
forming a steady base at head office in Johannesburg whilst
strengthening its country offices in the region. GL's goal is
that registered country offices function as self-sustaining
entities that receive minimal administrative support from
the head office. National fund raising is therefore an important
funding strategy for the country offices. So far five country
offices have succeeded in raising funds in-country:
Zimbabwe, Zambia, Lesotho, Namibia and Madagascar.
GL is in the process of recruiting finance officers and or
financial services support in these offices. Several of the

staff who joined GL country offices as interns have been
promoted to programme assistants.

Total number of GL staff
Gender proportion
Geographical set up

Staff demographics
Outcomes sought

60 staff members, 55 full time and 5 part time interns
44 women (73%) and 16 men (27%)
Head office in South Africa
9 Country offices in SADC region (Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, Zambia, Zimbabwe)
Staff originate from 14 countries
Staff development, staff retention and employee wellness

GL Human resources at a glance

Staff profile
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Gender Links continues to promote gender equality in its
recruitment policies. Although the majority of staff are
women, there has been concerted effort to recruit men.
The programme assistants in the regional country offices
make the highest number of men. GL has just recruited a
male chef at GL cottages. The percentage of male staff
now stands at 27%, a slight reduction from 30% in
2011/2012 financial period.

“I first met Gender
Links in 2011, and
r e m e m b e r  b e i n g
overwhelmed by the
passion of the staff”.

Bosao Monyamane,
Maseru,Lesotho

Vivian Bakainaga, Ruth Ayisi and Bridget Marango at the GL Staff Awards 2012.
Photo: Trevor Davies
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• GL staff are relatively young and sometimes opt to return
to school.

• While GL pays competitive salaries within the NGO
sector, GL cannot compete with salaries offered by
government and the private sector. This is a particular
challenge in recruiting and retaining South African staff.

Retention strategies
• Remuneration: GL constantly scans the environment

and adjusts wages. Despite the recessionary funding
environment, GL has granted a 5% cost of living
adjustment every year, and has a notch system that
awards an additional 5% for strong performers.

• Flexibility and sensitivity to family needs: GL allows
staff to work from home under certain circumstances.
Now that GL has regional offices, the organisation has
also transferred staff for family reasons where this has
proved feasible.

• Affirming good performance: GL has a remuneration
linked performance system, and has annual staff awards
that recognise a variety of contributions including team
work, resource mobilisation, innovation, writing,
photography, financial management, performance and
improved performance.

• Promotions and opportunities: GL has an active talent
spotting and promotions policy.  For example, after
spotting GL's Zambia programme assistant Albert
Ngosa's  passion for video, GL transferred him to
head office, where he is in charge of audio visual
resources.

• Staff wellness programme: GL has allocated a budget
of R3000 per staff member for a staff wellness programme
that seeks to assist staff in balancing body, mind and
soul. The programme also enhances team spirit through
fun activities. This is expanded upon later in the report.

• Time management:  In 2012 GL undertook a time
management study that has been used to inform time
management courses, practices and reviews. This is
expanded upon later in the report.

• Capacity building:  GL places a strong emphasis on
learning, especially on-the-job learning, as reflected in
the Learning Journey. The formal staff development
programme is expanded upon later in the report.

Renewal and succession planning
While GL has a relatively young and mobile staff, the
organisation also has older founder member staff who now

As illustrated in the graph, Gender Links has establishing
itself as a multinational regional NGO, that attracts
professionals from all over the world. GL has a diverse
staff compliment from 14 countries, 58 from the SADC
region, one from East Africa (Uganda), one from Europe
(Netherlands). The highest number of staff (19) is from
Zimbabwe, followed by South Africa (15). GL has a young
staff compliment with an average age of 35 years.

Fourteen staff (23%) left GL during the year; 13% for
unavoidable reasons such as retirement, end of contract
or failing to meet probation requirements and 10% for
reasons that can be classified as avoidable, for example
better job offers, relocation, furthering studies etc.

Good HR practice is to aim for 10% or less avoidable
movement, and not to exceed 30% overall movement in
any given year. The opposite of resignations is stagnation.
A certain degree of staff movement is necessary to ensure
renewal. Globally, the average length of service in any
one institution is six years. Some international organisations
now limit contracts to a maximum of six years to ensure
space for growth within the organisation and renewal
through new entries.

The average length of service is three years. Considering
that the rapid increase in staff over the last five years, this
is a reasonable retention record. However, GL studies all
resignations and departures as it seeks to strike a balance
between resignations and renewal. GL conducts exit
interviews with all departing staff. Some of the underlying
causes of mobility include:
• GL is a regional organisation. Staff sometimes opt to

relocate to their home areas.

Staff origins
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an activity to give them an opportunity to relax and network.
Some of the activities include going for theatre, dinners
and walks.

Wellness is not only expressed at an organisational level
but also on an individual staff basis, ensuring that each
staff knows that GL cares and treats them as valued
individuals. It is another way to show our appreciation for
one another by celebrating happy events like birthdays for
staff and board members. We cut cake, buy a  gift and
post  messages on the intranet.  At the end of year planning
meeting, we hold an end of year party which is a highlight
for all staff. It is a time to  count our blessings and have
fun together, play, eat, exchange gifts and bring the whole
team together as we close the year on a high note.

Board members have been part of the wellness activities
whenever they are present.  A wellness activity is usually
organised during a board meeting or planning meeting
and everyone actively participates.

The Wellness programme also has activities that focus on
giving back to the community. This is an activity initiated
by staff.  Examples include distributing toiletries to Usindiso
Abused Women Shelter in Johannesburg.  The Botswana
office distributed blankets and toiletries to women prisoners,
pampers to HIV patients and disabled people.  The Botswana
office mobilised partners to show support and counsel
Gender Based Violence victims.
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seek to retire and hand on the baton to younger staff. This
is the case in Mauritius, Botswana and at head office. GL
has several good examples of succession planning and
handovers. For example the senior accountant stepped
into the role of Head of Corporate Services when this post
became vacant. Our Lesotho office, and governance
portfolio, had smooth and successful handovers from one
manager to the next. The Board has had a good balance
between continuity and renewal. The GL Board has
recognised however, that as the organisation grows there
is need for a succession strategy and policy that are regularly
reviewed.

GL Wellness Programme
Staff wellbeing lies at the heart of GL's value system. Just
as gender is mainstreamed into organisations GL seeks to
mainstream wellness into its work. Staff is given the space
to participate in group activities that foster teamwork and
spirit.

Initially, the HR manager coordinated the wellness team.
In December 2012, each unit elected a member of the
committee and a chairperson. This has increased staff
participation, creativity and diversity.

During 2012, GL staff participated in activities organised
by GL partners like the Radio 702 Walk the Talk, the Oliver
Tambo Walk, and Soweto Youth day walk. Whenever we
have our partners participating in workshops we organise

• Soul: Gardening at the GL Cottages, meditation, taking
country managers to church when they are in South Africa.

• Social/Fun activities: where staff members interact in an
environment outside the office.

• GL intranet and GL website: Keeping the wellness section
of the intranet and website current and updated.

Wellness work plan framework - 2013/14

Aim: To promote individual and organisational wellness
through activities that stimulates the mind, body and soul
thus allowing us to socialise and maintain a winning team.

Methodology
The work plan emerged from an organisational needs and
interests assessment exercise carried out internally led by
the Wellness Committee. The plan builds on work began in
2007 and has continued flawlessly to 2012. In January 2013
GL management underwent human resource training to
learn the importance of a balanced work and personal life.

Main activities
• Mind: Monthly learning circle discussions on various

topics where staff share everyday experiences.
• Body: Walking for wellness walks(Monthly); gym classes,

Games afternoon, Mandela day

Ntombi Mbadlanyana, South Africa Country Manager, Nomthi Mankazana, Chair
of the Wellness Committee and Lesotho Country Manager Malepota Mafeka.
Photo: Gender Links

Time use study

Effective and efficient time use has come up repeatedly in
organisational SWOTS as a life skills need among staff. In
preparation for a leadership training course in January
2013 GL designed a time use monitoring survey to assist
staff and managers in understanding how they make use
of their time.

The study revealed an overloaded senior management
team, working 69 hours a week, compared to a more
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field work for the GBV Indicators research in these countries.
One of the lessons learned, being applied in Lesotho and
Zambia, is additional staff capacity for major once off
research projects.

The study generated individual profiles for each staff
member, plotting time use over the one month against the
weight of that activity (expressed as a percentage) in the
staff PA. The example in the graph - a senior manager -
reflects the value of the tool. For example it shows that the
manager spent 45% of their time on direct inputs (to the
detriment of management functions) when this is only
weighted 30%. This outcome suggests that the manager
needs to delegate more.

Time management training is guided by Steven Coveys
work, illustrated in the four quadrants, on shifting from
Quadrant 1 (crisis mode) into Quadrant 2 - the quadrant
of effectiveness that concerns preparation, prevention,
planning, relationship building and recreation. One of
GL's mantras now is: “if we fail to plan, we plan to fail.”

Staff development
GL is a learning organisation and this is reflected in the
importance that is placed on capacity building to develop
skills for staff to realise their potential. Staff have the
opportunity to learn on- the -job to expand the thinking
processes and knowledge base which enhances their
performance. GL encourages peer learning. In June 2012

normal 46 hours a week for programme management staff,
44 hours a week for country managers, and 41 hours a
week for staff. The study showed that while there is work
overload at GL this is not evenly shared. The study provided
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Average figures often mask important differences at
individual level. For example the graph of average hours
worked by staff in each country office showed major
variations, with Mauritius and Zimbabwe seemingly carrying
heavier loads than most. The study coincided with major

a useful reference point within the organisation for
discussing capacity at different levels; delegation and
taking of responsibility.
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Crises, Pressing Problems,
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Quadrant II
Preparation, Prevention, PC
Activities, Relation-ship
Building, Recog-nising new
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country mangers were given an opportunity to go to Lesotho
to understudy a training of trainers for the provincial district
gender officers, this was very successful.  It gave the other
country managers an opportunity to learn first-hand and
transfer the knowledge to their respective countries. GL
has conducted in house training on the website; cloud
computing, photography, monitoring and evaluation. Irish
Aid extended a fellowship opportunity to GL staff; one of
our staff member is in the process of being accepted on
this programme.

Not Urgent
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Examples of recent in-house training at GL

COURSE/TRAINING
Monitoring and Evaluation
MS Word Publisher
Value for money

Monitoring and Evaluation
Website and Photography

Value for money
HR Training
HR Training
Cloud computing
HR Training

DATE TRAINED
13 November 2012
9 December 2012
3 December 2012

13 December 2012
13 December 2012

9 January 2013
11 January 2013
17 January
14 March 2013

NO. OF STAFF TRAINED
6
5
1

6 (Field Officers)
8 (Field Officers)

9 (Country Managers)
21 (All managers)

8(Cottages)
54

16(Officers)

BY WHO
COO

External Consultant
Bond, International
Development - UK

COO
Trevor Davies

and Simone Shall
CEO

External Consultant

The table shows that:
• GL programme staff at head office had a Monitoring and

Evaluation clinic conducted by the COO.
• Country staff received MS Word Publisher training.
• The CEO attended a Value for Money training in UK.
• The COO has conducted an M and E course for all country

programme officers.
• The CEO conducted training for all country managers on

value for money.
• All GL managers both head office and country trained on

HR, covering leadership theories, transition from technical
expert to manager, building a high performance team,
coaching, stress management, assertiveness and
personalities.

• All Cottages staff had a teamwork training by the external
consultant.

• All Head office junior staff had a training on teamwork
by an external consultant.

Human resource training
In January 2013, GL contracted an HR consultant Anna
Harris to tailor make a Leadership and HR course for GL
managers. By way of background, each year GL undertakes
360 degree feedback for managers covering strategic/
conceptual skills; technical competiencies; operational
competencies; human competencies; communication and
general leadership skills. GL averaged the scores for managers
and found that strategic/conceptual skills ranked highest
(74%) and human competencies (69%) lowest. This prompted
concerns at senior management level, given that managers
lead the rest of the organisation. One strength GL sought
to build on is the range of scores, from 55% to 92%. This
suggests that there is scope for learning and sharing within
the organisation.

The workshop content covered Leadership theories, the
transition from technical expert to manager, building a high
performance team, coaching, stress management,
assertiveness and personalities. A day was also spent on
getting input into certain Human Resources policies that
should be reviewed and input for the HR strategy.

A fourth day covered time management, informed by the
time management study, with all GL staff present. The
facilitator reported “active engagement from the delegates.
Having a senior team attend training is often a challenge.

The group dynamic was conducive to facilitation. It is
important to highlight that we did start late every day and
this might be a reflection of the organisation culture or
maybe due to multiple meetings being scheduled while the
Country managers are in South Africa.”

Responses by participants included:
• This was a great training; very insightful and will definitely

hope we can have a fresher meeting/session in the middle
of the year.

• It was an eye opener insightful workshop. Very informative
and practical. We need such training more often. Well
done GL.

• I think that this training is a good tool for all GL managers.
 I believe that if each single person takes lessons from it,
GL can improve its performance.

• This should not be one time opportunity, we should have
more of such events from time to time.

Harris further held a meeting with HQ staff to determine
their HR needs. Staff identified need for workshop prior to
the country and regional summits on managing stress and
“difficult people.” Staff attending the workshop commented:
• I will use the new knowledge acquired to improve my

work/private life balance.
• Learning about the different personalities will help me in

my work life.
• I found improving my interpersonal skills most useful.
• Sharing hidden areas (Johari's Window) was the most

useful session for me
• Interpersonal skills and conflict management are the most

useful because it will assist me in my GL tenure.
• I'm going to try and be more assertive in a good way

without changing who I am.

74%
75%
71%
69%
74%
76%
72%
73%
72%

Ave Range

59-93
59-94
55-92
55-91
68-86
65-86
61-91
65-89
63-88

Strategic /Conceptual abilities
Technical competencies
Operational competencies
Human Competencies
Communication
General Leadership skills
Tasks
Maintenance
Average

OVERVIEW OF 360
MANAGER (random)


