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Abstract
This paper exploits the emotional connections and
viewer attentiveness of mainstream media to evaluate
the economic impact of financial education messages
on debt management delivered through a popular
television soap opera in South Africa. The study uses a
symmetric encouragement design to compare outcomes
of individuals who were randomly assigned to watch a
soap opera with financial messages, “Scandal!” to those
of individuals who were invited to watch a similar soap
opera without financial messages, “Muvhango.” Both
shows overlapped in evening primetime and had similar
past viewership profiles. The financial storyline spanned
two months and featured one of the leading characters of
the show borrowing excessively and irresponsibly through
hire-purchase, gambling, and ending up in financial

distress; and eventually seeking help to find her way
out. Two intermediate and one final follow-up surveys
were conducted as part of the study. The analysis finds
individuals assigned to watch Scandal had significantly
higher financial knowledge of the issues highlighted in
the soap opera storyline, in particular messages delivered
by the leading character. On behavior, Scandal viewers
were almost twice more likely to borrow from formal
sources, less likely to engage in gambling, and less prone
to enter hire purchase agreements. Messages promoting a
national debt mediation helpline delivered by an external
character did not sustain traction beyond immediate
interest. Three qualitative focus groups highlight the
importance of emotional connections with the leading
character in motivating behavior change.
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1. Introduction
Financial education is important, yet there is a considerable knowledge gap in determining how
best to deliver it. The literature on careful evaluations of financial literacy is small but growing,
and has moved away from classroom based interventions, such as Cole et al. (2011), to more
innovative delivery mechanisms, such as videos and DVDs (Carpena et al., 2011). Yet, the scope
and reach of even the best produced DVDs is limited on the supply side, and attracting
viewership can be significantly challenging on the demand side.

Entertainment media – television and radio – offers not only broader outreach since nearly every
household nowadays has a TV, but also a captive audience. Furthermore, as emotional
connections are established between a show and its audience, the program provides a potentially
powerful platform for communicating messages and influencing behavior.

There is considerable anecdotal and some survey evidence on the impact of mass media on
behavior, especially in the areas of health and education. For instance, as Brazil’s Rede Globo
television network grew through the 1970s and 1980s, women began having fewer children, and
experienced the same decrease in fertility as with two extra years of education (La Ferrara,
Chong and Duryea, 2008). Similarly, one of the most successful public health campaigns in
Egypt, the central component of which was a soap opera, was highly successful in improving the
use of Oral Rehydration Therapy and reducing infant mortality rates by 70% (Abdulla, 2004). In
other studies, the introduction of television has been linked to decreased domestic violence and
fertility rates in India (Jensen and Oster, 2009), and lower adolescent drug use and increased
contraception adoption in Brazil (Verner and Cardoso, 2007).

The emotional connections channel is particularly central to media campaigns. Advertisers, for
example, consistently and successfully use influences of emotions to affect consumer choices
(Sitgler, 1987; Russo, Carlson, and Meloy, 2006; and Bagwell, 2007). In the financial context,
Bertrand et al. (2010) and Agarwal and Ambrose (2007) show that persuasive advertising and
direct mail solicitation can influence consumer loan contract choices. Perhaps the most direct
anecdotal evidence on the power of emotional connections with television personalities comes
from the US where Kennedy et al. (2004) find that the greatest number of calls to the Center for
2

Disease Control’s AIDS hotline in one year came not as a result of a million dollar public
awareness campaign or through news and documentary broadcasts, but rather in response to a
beloved soap opera character dealing with his HIV positive diagnosis. 2

This paper contributes to the literature by carefully analyzing the impact of financial education
messages delivered through a popular South African television soap opera, “Scandal!” In
partnership with the production company of Scandal, the soap storyline features one of the main
characters borrowing excessively through hire-purchase, gambling, and falling into a debt trap;
and eventually seeking help to find her way out and manage her debt responsibly. The storyline
plays out over a two month period, and the study evaluates the effectiveness of these messages
through two intermediate surveys and one final follow-up survey conducted four months later.
Further, three qualitative focus groups provide insight into the mechanisms behind measured
impacts.

The methodological challenge associated with such an evaluation is non-trivial. Critically, it is
impossible to externally restrict viewership since the soap opera is nationally televised with no
variation in TV signal strength, at least in urban areas where this study focuses. Even an
encouragement design methodology is limited in scope as we can only encourage a set of
individuals to view Scandal, but in no way can we prevent others (particularly those in the
control group) from doing the same.

To overcome this constraint, we employ a symmetric encouragement design in this study.
Specifically, while a randomly selected treatment group is encouraged through financial
incentives to view Scandal, another set of individuals – the control group – is similarly
encouraged through identical financial incentives to view a comparable soap opera
(“Muvhango”) that overlaps with Scandal in television primetime. Hence, we are able to create
an artificial separation between treatment and control groups, which enables us to identify the
treatment effects of financial literacy delivered through Scandal.

2

See also Chong and Ferrara (2009) and Kenny (2009) for similar findings.
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Our results are quite encouraging. First, we confirm that the overwhelming majority of
individuals (96%) assigned to watch the two soap operas in fact watched them, with very little
overlap – less than 12% of Muvhango viewers claim to have also watched Scandal during the
study period, and a third of these viewers watched several other shows too. Moreover, such
crossovers will only underestimate treatment effects.

We measure and study outcomes along the causal chain of impact, from financial knowledge to
financial behavior, as per Carpena et al. (2011). The analysis shows significant improvements in
content specific financial knowledge, a 4.5 percentage point increase, and no differences in
knowledge of financial concepts that were external to the soap storyline.

Central to the theme of the soap was highlighting the high interest charges and hidden costs of
borrowing through hire-purchase. Our analysis on financial behaviors finds a significant and
substantial increase in the likelihood of borrowing through formal channels – 22 percent
compared to 13 percent in the control group, and a greater likelihood to borrow for productive
purposes such as investments in household durable goods and vehicles. We also directly measure
hire-purchase use and find a significant reduction in the likelihood of entering such contracts –
15 percent compared to 19 percent in the control group. Further, we find a 5 percentage point
lower propensity to gamble among the treatment group, yet another theme highlighted in the
show. These are promising results and point to successful dissemination of themes depicted in
the soap storyline.

One aspect of the soap storyline that did not sustain traction beyond immediate effects was a
public call to action for the South African National Debt Mediation Association (NDMA). The
soap featured an NDMA counselor who helps the main character build a financial plan to enable
her to save enough and repay her debts. The actual NDMA toll-free helpline also appeared at the
end of several shows. The findings on this public call to action are quite stark. While we see a
huge uptake in the number of calls received within days of the NDMA being featured in the
soap, the longer term analysis shows no recall of the NDMA or even memory that a debt
counselor appeared in the soap storyline.

4

These quantitative results hint at the mechanism of our measured impacts. Specifically, the
behavior change in our study tracks well with the storyline that featured the main soap character,
who herself depicted poor financial behavior before transforming her habits. This character was
part of the show prior to the two-month financial storyline and remained part of the show
afterwards. The non-result on knowledge of the NDMA could at least partly be explained by the
fact that the NDMA messages were delivered not by the main character, but by a different
character who was external to the main soap cast and who appeared in 2-3 episodes as an NDMA
counselor, and then disappeared. Hence, the audience did not get the opportunity to establish or
maintain a connection or following with this character.

In order to further assess the merits of this emotional connections channel, we conducted three
qualitative focus group discussions with study participants three months after the final
quantitative survey. In these meetings, the focus group leaders were unable to elicit recall of
NDMA from the participants and only a few women seemed to remember, and they associated
their memory more with the fact that the NDMA character was female rather than her
representation of the NDMA. In contrast, all participants readily recalled the main soap character
and aspects of the financial storyline delivered by her. Upon further inquiry, they attributed
better recall to the fact that the main character was a mainstay in the soap opera, and was popular
and likeable.

Overall, our findings suggest an important role for entertainment media as an accessible and
important tool for policymakers to deliver carefully designed educational messages that resonate
with the audience and can potentially influence financial knowledge and behavior. Further, our
findings suggest that emotional connections and familiarity with media personalities certainly
play a role in motivating knowledge and behavior change among viewers, and that harnessing
such potential can be an important channel for achieving development impact.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a brief literature review on financial
literacy and mass media. Section 3 focuses on financial education in South Africa and explains
the study context and the soap opera storyline. Section 4 outlines the research methodology and
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study timeline, and Section 5 presents summary statistics. Section 6 provides the main analysis
and discussion of results, and Section 7 concludes.

2. Background and Literature
2.1. General Financial Education Evaluations
Making informed financial decisions and evaluating complex financial choices remains a
challenge for large parts of the population across the world (Lusardi and Mitchell, 2007; Lusardi
et al., 2010). While financial literacy training has been heavily promoted as a solution, evidence
on its effectiveness is limited. A recent study finds muted evidence that financial education
influences the demand for saving accounts in Indonesia (Cole et al., 2011). A more
comprehensive video-based financial education program in India is associated with large and
statistically significant improvements on knowledge and awareness of financial products and
services, and some moderate improvements in savings rates (Carpena et al., 2011).

To date, debt literacy research has been limited to survey-based studies. Lusardi and Tufano
(2009) find that debt literacy levels are generally low in the US, especially among women, and
some groups perceive their knowledge to be higher than it actually is. More work has been
published on the effects of mortgage counseling, 3 however, such facilities are rarely available in
developing countries.

2.2. Mass Media for Edutainment
Mass media outlets, including television and radio, have been used to successfully deliver
educational messages in developing and developed countries (Kenny, 2009). For example,
Verner and Cardoso (2007) find that access to TV lowers the probability of teen pregnancy and
risk-taking in Brazilian favelas. Similarly, Jensen and Oster (2007) analyze the power of TV to
shift cultural roles of women by studying the effects of satellite or cable service installation in
Indian villages. Access to TV increases women’s autonomy and female school enrollment while
fertility, tolerance of domestic violence, and the preference for sons appear to decrease.

3

See for example, Hartarska and Gonzalez-Vega, 2005; Agarwal et al., 2009, 2010; Hirad and Zorn, 2001; and
Elliehausen et al., 2007.
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Entertainment education through soap operas is quite popular in Spanish language telenovelas.
The Peruvian series “Simplemente Maria” became a success in educating and inspiring people to
take actions to improve their own lives (Singhal et al., 1995). Similarly, the U.S. soap opera “The
Bold and the Beautiful” successfully reached at-risk minority women when a storyline was
accompanied by display of a free hotline number (Spader et al., 1993). Further, after an HIV
positive character was diagnosed – a subplot that lasted only two shows – the number of calls to
the U.S. Center for Disease Control’s AIDS hotline spiked substantially.

Examples of education through entertainment media come from other parts of the world as well.
The radio soap opera “Apwe Plezi” was broadcast between February 1996 and September 1998
in St. Lucia, with themes including family planning and sexually transmitted disease prevention.
Vaughan et al. (2000) carried out personal interviews (753 pre-test and 1,238 post-test) and find
that although only small changes were observed, the program had a positive effect on knowledge
and change of attitudes with a minimal change in behavior.

Similarly, Paluck and Green (2009) evaluate the effectiveness of a radio program on conflict
resolution and intergroup tolerance in Rwanda using a group-randomized research design. For
one year the treatment group was exposed to the reconciliation program while the control group
listened to a program about health and HIV. The authors observe increased dissent from popular
opinion and also increased collective action among the treatment group.

In Tanzania, the soap opera “Twende Na Wakati” was broadcast between 1993 and 1997, with
messages promoting adoption of family planning methods and HIV/AIDS prevention. Rogers et
al. (1999) and Rogers and Vaughan (2000) evaluate the effectiveness of this program and find
that the soap opera had strong behavioral effects on family planning.

Yet another example is from Brazil, where La Ferrara et al. (2008) and La Ferrara and Chong
(2009) study the effects of “novelas” on fertility rates in the 1970s and 1980s. The authors find
that as a result of the expansion of the Rede Globo network (which enjoyed a monopoly position
as the supplier of “novelas” until the 1990s), family size was reduced, women began naming
their children after soap opera characters, and separation and divorce figures went up in the areas
7

that were exposed to the network. The results can partly be explained by the strong influence of
television in Brazil.

In Kazakhstan, “Seeking Happiness”, a six-episode soap opera funded by USAID, was used to
explain capitalism, especially privatization and rule of law, to the former soviet country.
According to Mandel (1998), the project failed since the local production company was unfit to
produce a social marketing soap opera, the budget was too small to produce the series well and
the USAID decision-makers lacked experience in rural Kazakhstan. Another soap opera,
“Crossroads”, funded by the British government, took a different approach to social engineering
in Kazakhstan and it ended up becoming one of the most popular Kazakhstani television
programs in 1998. The most important element for success was ensuring high quality at all
production levels, especially a good storyline and convincing actors.

Finally, Brown and Cody (2006) explore the effects of a pro-social soap opera “Hum Log” on
promoting the status of women in India. The authors find that although the soap was popular, it
did not significantly influence society’s perception of women.

Overall, the use of mass media for spreading social messages is quite common both in developed
and developing countries, with mixed evidence on effectiveness.

2.3. Mass Media and Financial Education
The use of mass media and specifically soap operas to communicate financial capability-related
messages is a relatively new approach to financial education, and the few existing financial
literacy mass media programs have not yet been rigorously tested for their effectiveness.

The telenovela “Nuestro Barrio” in the US was one of the earliest soap operas to incorporate
financial literacy messages. It was aimed at educating Hispanic immigrants about financial
matters and promoting the use of bank accounts. It was primarily directed towards households
outside the formal financial system with the goal of making these products and services
attractive.

8

Similarly, “Makatuno Junction”, a Kenyan soap opera that is still in production includes
financial literacy themes. Since 2005, the series has reached large audiences in Kenya (over 7
million viewers in 2009), Uganda (3 million viewers in 2009) and Tanzania (2 million viewers).
Among the many storylines featured in the soap, the series has encouraged viewers to open bank
accounts, to save, and to budget. The soap has also featured other social messages, such as
malaria prevention, contraception, and schooling. Yet, to date, no careful evaluation of these
messages has been conducted.

Apart from television, the online world has stepped into the fray of financial education. The most
prominent example is the US non-profit, Doorway to Dreams (D2D), which offers online games
that teach players important lessons on managing finances. Tufano et al. (2010) analyze the
impact of these video games on low-income and minority adults and find that the games
improved financial knowledge and confidence, although the sample size and scope of this study
were fairly limited.

Yet another entertainment outlet, theatre, has been used to spread financial messages. The VISA
Financial Literacy Road Show is a traveling theatrical performance that provides educational
messages on financial matters in un-banked communities in Sub-Saharan Africa. However, the
program has never been evaluated.

2.4. Evidence on Emotional Connections through Media
The evidence on using emotional connections to connect with target audiences is varied. Several
factors and external impulses have been shown to impact consumer decisions. Numerous factors,
from the messenger, to the setting, to the method of delivery and phrasing of the message matter
when communicating information.

The clearest example of persuasive messaging comes from advertising. Advertisers regularly use
influences of emotions to affect and complement consumer preferences (Stigler, 1987; and
Bagwell, 2007). Russo, Carlson, and Meloy (2006) further argue that persuasive advertising can
lead decision-makers to make inferior choices. Bertrand et al (2010) are among the first to
systematically study how persuasive advertising influences consumer choice. The authors carry
9

out a large-scale direct-mail field experiment to study the effects of advertising content on real
decisions in South Africa, and find that factors such as framing and phrasing, such as including a
picture of an attractive female accounts manager, influences loan demand. Similarly Agarwal
and Ambrose (2007) study the impact of direct mail advertising on financial decisions and find
that advertising campaigns have a persuasive effect on loan contract choices.

Outside of the financial realm, Evans (1963) finds that demographic similarities between the
client and the salesperson influences retail demand. Similarly, an experiment involving door-todoor charitable fundraising finds that attractive female solicitors secure significantly more
donations (Landry et al. 2006). Further evidence on the influence of emotions through media
comes from Anschutz et al. (2008), who find that body size of television actors affects personal
body dissatisfaction and actual food intake.

3. Financial Education in South Africa
3.1. The South African Context
Household debt has been a large and growing problem for South Africa over the last decade. The
ratio of household debt to disposable income was 76.3% in the second quarter of 2012, up from
50% in 2002. 4 In June 2012, the National Credit Regulator (NCR) reported that of the 19.6
million consumer borrowers in its records, 9.22 million (47%) had impaired records. 5 Out of the
consumers with impaired records, 19.5% were in arrears for three months or more, 13.3% had
adverse listings, and 14.2% had judgments and administration orders issued against them. What
is particularly troubling is that the percentage of consumers with impaired records has been
above 45% since December 2009.

Financial woes in South Africa are not limited to indebtedness. The savings rate of households is
with 1.7 percent in the second quarter of 2012 very low. 6 In fact, according to FinScope (2012),
a large percentage of the South African population (67%) does not save at all, even though the
majority of adults believe that saving is important. In addition, out of those who save, only 22%
save through formal channels, either with banks or other formal financial institutions.
4

South African Reserve Bank, Quarterly Bulletin, September 2012, No. 265.
National Credit Regulator, Credit Bureau Monitor, June 2012.
6
South African Reserve Bank, Quarterly Bulletin, September 2012, No. 265.
5
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The Financial Services Board (FSB), the statutory regulator of the non-banking financial sector
in South Africa, undertook a nationally representative study on financial literacy levels in South
Africa in 2011. 7 The survey focused on four key areas of financial literacy: day-to-day money
management; financial planning; choosing appropriate products; and financial knowledge and
understanding. One of the central findings from this survey was that financial literacy is to a
large extent dependent on educational attainment and income levels (FSB, 2011). For example,
the presence of a household budget, indicative of a higher awareness towards financial
management, is strongly related to income levels, with 79% of households in the top income
quintile having household budgets relative to 36% in the lowest income quintile.

Income differences are also prevalent in the sources of information that influence individuals’
decisions on financial products. While individuals in the richest quintile are far more likely to
consult the internet, independent financial advisers or friends in the financial services industry,
the poor are more likely to rely on public resources such as newspapers, radio and television. In
general, the importance of public media for financial decisions is high across all income groups,
with 33% of respondents indicating that TV and radio programs or adverts were the source of
information that most influenced their decisions about financial products, showing the potential
media has to influence financial decisions and behavior in South Africa.

Against this backdrop, financial education through popular media is potentially a powerful tool
to stimulate improvements in financial knowledge and behavior. This paper exploits this
potential to study the effectiveness of financial messages delivered through a popular soap opera.

3.2. Scandal!
South Africa has a well-developed media industry with popular television shows reaching
millions of viewers. Further, educational messages in health and education have previously been
incorporated in soap operas such as “Soul City”.

7

A total of 3,112 South Africans (individuals aged 16 and above living in South Africa) participated in the survey.
The study was undertaken in collaboration with the International Network on Financial Education (INFE) of the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
11

The target soap opera for this study is “Scandal!” (henceforth, Scandal). Scandal has been
running for eight years (more than 1,500 episodes) and produces four weekly episodes. The show
is broadcast on eTV, the second most popular station in South Africa, 8 and is especially popular
among low-income South Africans.

The storyline for this study was developed by the production company of Scandal, Ochre Media,
together with the National Debt Mediation Association (NDMA), and a team of financial
capability and social marketing experts. Messages in the storyline were tested through focus
groups to ensure that they were correctly understood by the target group, that the plot appeared
realistic, and that the target group could identify with the characters and their problems. All
suggested changes and recommendations by the focus group members were included in the final
storyline.

The storylines focused on debt aspects of financial capability including sound financial
management (e.g. using credit wisely and borrowing from formal sources), avoiding debt traps
(e.g. impulse buying and living beyond one’s means) and getting out of debt (e.g. practical steps
for seeking help). The financial education storyline stretched over a period of two consecutive
months, a time that was deemed necessary for the viewers to emotionally connect with the soap
operas’ characters and their problems. Specifically, between 13th of February 2012 and 27th of
March 2012, 26 episodes with financial literacy messages were aired.

The objective of the storyline was to positively affect the behavior of medium- to low-income
South Africans around financial literacy and management through increasing their knowledge
and understanding regarding personal financial management. The story highlighted five major
themes:
1. Getting into debt. Caused by financial mismanagement, for example, impulse buying
and / or living beyond means.
2. The effects of financial mismanagement and debt on family and home life.
3. Acknowledgment that a problem exists with managing finances which has led to debt,
which in turn has led to other problems.
8

For more information see http://www.etv.co.za/soapies/index/scandal_/
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4. Getting out of debt. Practical steps for seeking help, for example, debt management,
assessment tools and debt recovery.
5. Sound financial management, for example, using credit wisely, borrowing
responsibly, feeling confident.

In addition, the NMDA was featured prominently in the storyline, and the main character and her
husband seek advice from an NDMA employee who helps them find their way back to financial
responsibility. At the end of each episode in which the NDMA was highlighted, the actual
NDMA toll-free number was displayed on screen with a public announcement offering NDMA’s
free financial advisory service.

A detailed synopsis of the show is available in Appendix 1 of this paper. Further, a short
summary video clip of the storyline is available in the Web Appendix.

4. Research Design and Timeline
4.1 Research Design
Evaluating the impact of a nationally televised soap opera is quite challenging. First, it is
difficult to separate the effect of the soap opera’s message from other messages on similar issues
that individuals and families may be receiving from alternate sources. Second, certain types of
individuals may self-select into watching a particular soap opera, and hence any subsequent
behavior change is confounded by these selection issues. Third, it is difficult to identify the cause
of any subsequent behavior change as the message itself because the effect of the message is
confounded by the mode of delivery. Specifically, since on-screen actors typically have a mass
following, many of those watching may simply follow what their favorite actors advocate
irrespective of the content of the message.

To overcome these concerns, the project used a random encouragement design methodology
with the following setup. First, a listing exercise of the study population was conducted during
which basic socio-economic and TV viewership information was gathered from all households.
The evaluation and hence the listing exercise was concentrated in the area of urban Gauteng
(with 2,500 respondents from Johannesburg and 500 respondents living in Pretoria). The listing
13

was done for 3,000 people through physical visits (face-to-face). It was ensured that all
individuals listed were responsible for their household’s spending decisions, watched television
soap operas, were 20 years of age or older, and belonged to medium to low income groups (i.e.
classified as LSM 5 to 7 on the Living Standard Measurement (LSM) scale). 9 To avoid
individuals in the sample communicating with each other about the soap operas that they watch
(and thus potentially influencing each other), only one interview per home/family was
conducted, only one interview per street was carried out, and two streets were mechanically
skipped before visiting another household.

Next, the study sample of 1,031 individuals was chosen and randomized into treatment and
control groups. The original study design called for stratification by gender, income level,
education, and the likelihood of watching soap operas to allow for measuring heterogeneous
impacts, however, due to an undetected coding error the randomization occurred unconditionally
rather than within strata. Nevertheless, as the summary statistics in Table 1 show, the sample is
balanced across treatment and control on these variables.

Since the soap operas were nationally televised, we could not control or restrict viewership. In
order to encourage individuals to abide by our assignments and to create a separation between
treatment and control groups, a financial incentive was provided for individuals in both groups to
watch their respective assigned show. Initial telephone calls were made to explain these details to
the study sample. They were told that we would call them every 3-4 weeks during the next 3
months and ask them questions about the soap storyline, and if they answered three out of four
questions correctly they would win 60 Rand (US$7) each time. This amount was agreed upon
after consulting with the survey and production firm and was deemed high enough to encourage
participation. An auxiliary advantage of providing financial incentives to both treatment and

9

The South African Audience Research Foundation (SAARF) LSM (Living Standards Measure) is the most widely
used marketing research tool in Southern Africa. It divides the population into 10 LSM groups, 10 (highest) to 1
(lowest). The LSM cuts across race, gender, age or any other variable used to categorize people. Instead, it groups
people according to their living standards using criteria such as degree of urbanisation and ownership of cars and
major appliances.
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control groups was that any confounding effects of the incentive itself on subsequent financial
attitude or behavior change (i.e. Hawthorne-type effects) would be netted out. 10

During these calls, in addition to questions about the storyline, the surveyors asked questions
related to financial knowledge, attitudes, and behavior. Since the scope of questions asked over
the telephone was limited, a face-to-face follow-up survey was conducted four months after
conclusion of the storyline with more comprehensive knowledge and behavior questions. In
addition, administrative daily call data was obtained from the NDMA so we could track
incoming calls to the financial advisory call center following the public call to action. Finally, in
order to be able to understand mechanisms of impact, three qualitative focus groups were
conducted after the final follow-up survey.

An important aspect of the above research design is the comparability of viewers across Scandal
and Muvhango. Clearly, if the demographic profiles varied substantially, we could have
significant differences in take-up among our random sample of treatment and control groups.
Hence, prior to the study, we researched all available alternative soap operas to Scandal and
found Muvhango to be very similar in content and in viewership profile. 11 Both series had
approximately 2.5 million adult viewers who came predominantly from mid to low income
groups (LSM 2-4, LSM 5-6 and LSM 7-8), and viewership was distributed similarly across race
with most viewers being non-white and primarily Sotho speaking.

4.2 Study Timeline
The study spanned a period of one year, from December 2011 to December 2012. The initial
listing exercise described in the previous sub-section was conducted in early December 2011,
after which our study sample was selected. An initial Computer Assisted Telephone Interview
(CATI) was conducted in February 2012, prior to the airing of the storyline. The soap opera
storyline then began airing from mid February to end March.

10

This design is similar to an experimental evaluation of radio programming to change social norms and behavior
regarding dispute resolution in Rwanda (Paluck and Green, 2009).
11
Muvhango has run for the last three years on SABC2. It is set in a Venda community both in rural Venda and in
urban Soweto. For more information see http://www.tvsa.co.za/showinfo.asp?showid=540.
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The first follow-up CATI was conducted in early March, the midpoint of the storyline, and the
second one in early April, at the conclusion of the storyline. The final face-to-face follow-up
survey was conducted four months later, in late July, 2012.

The results from these surveys were then analyzed and issues highlighted for the qualitative
study. Three focus group sessions were finally conducted in mid November, 2012 to conclude
the study. Figure 1 illustrates the study timeline.

5. Summary Statistics, Randomization, and Take-up
Table 1 presents baseline summary statistics that were gathered as part of the listing exercise.
The table first presents means and standard deviations for the full sample, then separately for
treatment and control groups, and finally presents p-values for a test of differences in means
between treatment and control groups. None of the differences are significant, which confirms
that the randomization was successful.

Overall, the sample consists of 70% females, which is unsurprising since soap opera viewership
is predominantly female. At the same time, however, we strived to include males in the sample
and the surveyors made the extra effort to find males who watched soap operas during the listing
phase. Since our sample is entirely urban, the level of formal education was relatively high, with
70% of the sample having at least graduated from secondary school. A little more than 50%
scored above median in the financial literacy test, which highlights that the mean and median are
almost the same, thus a nice bell-shaped distribution. A little less than half the sample (43-46%)
belongs to the low LSM group, thus providing variation in income levels. Half the sample also
has a full time job or other paid work. Nearly 60% of the sample had not borrowed money in the
past 6 months at the time of the baseline survey, and finally, about 50% of the sample had
watched Scandal in the past.

Table 2 presents attrition results and notes two important points. First, the general level of
attrition is very low – in the final follow-up survey from which we obtain knowledge and
behavioral outcomes for our analysis, we were able to interview more than 93% of the baseline
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sample. 12 Second, there is no significant difference between response rates of treatment and
control groups. Some of the final interviews could not be conducted face-to-face and we
investigate whether the likelihood of face-to-face interview is correlated with treatment status,
and reassuringly it is not (column 2). Nevertheless, we control for mode of interview in all
subsequent analysis.

Finally, the take-up within both treatment and control groups was very high. Out of the sample of
individuals assigned to either group, 96% reported watching their assigned soap during the study
period, and there was no variation across treatment and control groups. Furthermore, Table 3
investigates whether there was substantial crossover or treatment contamination, with the control
group also watching the treated show, Scandal. In either follow-up 1 or 2, we find that less than
12% of Muvhango viewers claim to have also watched Scandal in the last four weeks, and a third
of these viewers watched several other shows too. The tabulations show that 2% of respondents
watched Scandal and another show, about 1% watched two other shows, and 0.5% watched three
or more other shows. A large proportion – 38% in follow-up 1 and 29% in follow-up 2 watched
entirely other shows and did not watch Scandal. While these are reassuring findings, we note that
such crossovers will only underestimate treatment effects in our subsequent analysis.

6. Results and Discussion
This section presents the main analysis on financial knowledge and behavior. Since our research
methodology uses random assignment, we compare the cross-sectional averages between the
treatment and control groups in a regression framework, and conclude that any difference
between the two groups is due to viewing the financial messages in Scandal. Additionally, we
control for mode of interview and use robust standard errors.

Note that while the two intermediate CATI surveys provide insight into the immediate effects of
our intervention, the outcomes measured in these surveys are not directly comparable with the
outcomes in the final face-to-face survey since a richer set of questions were asked in the latter.

12

Note that the response rates on the first two telephonic surveys were relatively lower, 85% and 76%,
respectively.
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Hence, our analysis focuses primarily on outcome measures obtained from the final follow-up
survey, though we briefly discuss intermediate results also.

Finally, the discussion below also explains our qualitative results from the three focus groups.
Note that the focus groups were held after we analyzed the quantitative data and were designed
and directed at understanding mechanisms and heterogeneity of some of our quantitative
findings.

6.1. Financial Knowledge
The first outcome of interest is financial knowledge. While our intermediate CATI surveys did
ask questions on financial knowledge, we could only ask very basic questions and do not detect
any significant differences between treatment and control groups in these surveys.

However, in the final face-to-face survey, we were able to ask more comprehensive questions,
and further were able to distinguish between general financial literacy and content specific
financial literacy. General financial literacy refers to questions that test financial concepts that
were not at the forefront of the soap opera storyline, such as separating business and personal
expenses, probabilities in lotteries (although gambling was highlighted, less attention was paid
on probabilities), and writing down budgets. In contrast, content specific financial literacy refers
to questions that focused on knowledge of hire purchase agreements, which was the central
contract through which the main soap character overspent and ended up with unaffordable high
monthly payments.

Table 4 presents our findings. Column 1 shows no significant differences between treatment and
control groups on general financial literacy, but significantly higher scores on content specific
financial literacy in column 2 – compared to 42.5% in the control group, 47% of respondents in
the treatment group answered these questions correctly, a 4.5 percentage point increase.
Comparing across subgroups of gender, ex-ante financial literacy, schooling, and ex-ante income
status, we do not see significant differences on these literacy measures.

6.2 Debt Management
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Next, we turn to behavior. Clearly the most important financial behavior highlighted in the soap
storyline was borrowing and debt management. The first outcome we study is borrowing
propensity – whether there was an increase or decrease in borrowing due to the storyline. Exante, we did not expect any particular effect on this margin since the storyline did not discourage
borrowing per se, rather only discouraged irresponsible borrowing. And the results confirm our
prior as we do not observe any significant difference in borrowing likelihood between the
treatment and control groups, as shown in Table 5.

While borrowing is similar across the two groups, we identify a very strong treatment effect in
the composition of borrowing. Column 2 of Table 5 shows that compared to 13% of respondents
in the control group, 22% of treated respondents reported borrowing primarily from a formal
bank. This is a very large effect size, equivalent to a 69 percent increase from the control group.
Further, this result is directly relatable to the storyline as the main soap character falls into
financial distress precisely because she underestimates the financial charges associated with
borrowing outside of formal financial institutions – in her case hire purchase borrowing.

Further, we detect significant differences in the length of loan with the treatment group obtaining
loans 4.5 months longer in term than the control group (column 3 of Table 5). This difference in
loan terms complements the finding of a shift towards formal borrowing as non-formal
borrowing is typically of shorter duration. Nevertheless, we do not detect any differences in
missed payments between the treatment and control groups.

Finally, we examine reasons for borrowing in Table 6 and find that the treatment group is more
likely to borrow for investment purposes, which includes loans for vehicles, home improvement,
or business development – all productive loans.

Some interesting findings do emerge on heterogeneous margins. First, the effect of borrowing
formally is driven entirely by men, while the coefficient for women is positive but not
significant. Similarly, those with high ex-ante financial literacy and high education also have
larger (and significant) effect sizes. The latter results make sense since more educated folks
would be more likely to be eligible and approach formal financial institutions for loans. The
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gender difference is interesting and the qualitative analysis below sheds more light into this
finding. Finally, though not statistically significant because of small sample size and large
standard errors, we do see point estimates higher for women in borrowing for unexpected events,
and higher for men in borrowing for consumption purposes.

On the qualitative side, women generally came across as being incredibly reluctant to borrow at
all, and only preferred to borrow as a last resort. This helps explain the muted impact on formal
borrowing and borrowing only for unexpected emergencies. One female response was, “If you
do loans you will end up paying a lot of money back, they are very costly. It is better to budget
and save for what you want.” Another female reacted to information from a colleague about her
multiple loans, “Three accounts? That is damaging!”

Men on the other hand were more willing to use borrowing, often to pay for consumption items
and consumer electronics. What is particularly interesting is that men themselves recognized that
women tend to be more responsible in their borrowing decisions. One male offered his insight,
“Women are good with money most of the time. When they need something and they are short
500 [Rand], you should know that she really needs 1,500 [Rand] but she already has the 1,000
[Rand].” Another male concurred, “Women don’t like borrowing money, they have a
conscience.”

Perhaps as a consequence of these differences in borrowing preferences, women in our focus
group tended to have more credibility among friends and family, and reported less resistance on
the rare occasions they had to borrow in the past. One female summed up, “Men are so scared [to
borrow from friends and family]. If my brother does not have money he will phone me over and
over again and then I must make a plan for him.”

Finally, despite thinking differently about reasons to borrow, both male and female respondents
agreed that formal borrowing was key to successful financial management. An older female
provided her opinion, “Sometimes people are negligent in using money, as human being we have
to manage every cent we get, we have to. If you are negligent you will end up with loan sharks
and in trouble.” The men concurred with this opinion, with one male responding, “When I started
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working I bought a TV and the salesman advised me to buy it over a 6 month credit. And
because hire purchase is expensive you pay for years, and when you don’t pay, they come and
take your stuff.”

6.3 Hire Purchase and Gambling
The discussion of qualitative interviews above leads to our next set of results – use of hire
purchase and gambling. The severe consequences of both these financial decisions were
highlighted centrally in the soap storyline, with the main character purchasing items on hire
purchase and gambling and ending up in significant financial distress.

Our quantitative results confirm the effectiveness of the soap opera’s message. As shown in
Table 7, respondents in the treatment groups were significantly less likely to have used hire
purchase in the past six months (19% in control vs. 15% in treatment) and to have gambled in the
past six months (31% in control vs. 26% in treatment). These effect sizes are also large,
representing an increase of 27 percentage points and 19 percentage points, respectively.

When we examine heterogeneous effects, we see that these effects are strongest for respondents
with low initial financial literacy and low formal schooling, both of which are consistent with
having strong treatment effects given the low base level of financial knowledge and schooling.

Turning to the qualitative study, we find a strong disdain for gambling among both men and
women in our focus groups. One woman expressed her frustration, “People are crying, it is
addictive. There is a lady I work with, when the money hits her account and she is working the
midnight shift with me, when we finish in the morning she doesn’t go home, she goes to Gold
Reef City [a casino].” The men agreed, with one relating a personal experience with gambling, “I
regretted that day, my whole salary went down the drain.”

6.4. Savings and Wellbeing
Next, we investigate whether there were any treatment impacts on other financial outcomes, such
as savings, budgeting, and feeling of financial well-being in Table 8. We should note that we did
not expect any significant treatment effects on these margins ex-ante since the soap opera
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storyline did not focus on these issues. However, there may have been indirect impacts on these
measures as a result of improved financial behavior elsewhere. Our results do not find significant
differences except in feeling confident about solving financial problems.

The non result on savings is, in fact, encouraging as it provides some evidence against survey
bias – that individuals were not simply providing answers that please the surveyors, else we
would have seen a positive treatment effect here also.

6.5 Seeking Financial Advice
Finally, we turn to an important feature of the soap opera – a public call to action through the
National Debt Mediation Association (NDMA). As explained in previous sections, the NDMA
was highlighted prominently in the storyline and their toll free number was broadcast at the end
of each episode which featured an NDMA representative helping the main soap character.

We examine quantitative outcomes in two separate ways. First, we obtained daily call volume
data from the NDMA call centers and observe a huge spike in incoming calls immediately
following the episode where the NDMA was introduced into the soap storyline. Figure 2 plots
the daily call volume, with the red vertical line representing the date of the soap feature. The call
volume immediately jumped from an average of 120 calls per day to over 500, a more than 300
percent increase.

Unfortunately, we cannot classify and match callers to our sample and hence can only present a
before-after picture. However, our second intermediate survey, conducted just a short while later
included a question on consumer awareness of financial advice outlets. The regression analysis
confirms a significant increase in awareness of formal avenues for financial advice (such as the
NDMA). Specifically, as shown in column 1 of Table 9, compared to an average of 69% in the
control group, nearly 80% respondents in the treatment group stated that they would seek
financial advice from a formal source such as the NDMA if it was needed.

Surprisingly, however, this effect dissipated in the long run. Columns 2-4 of Table 9 shows that
while the average proportion of respondents in treatment and control who would seek formal
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financial advice remained relatively high (about 60%), there was no discernable statistical
difference between the two groups. Also, the treatment group was no less likely to believe that
there was nowhere to go for financial advice.

The qualitative analysis provides key insight into these differences in short and long term effects.
In the focus groups, very few respondents recognized the NDMA logo and no link was made
between the Scandal storyline and the NDMA until there was more probing into the related soap
characters. Men in particular needed more prompting to recall the show, while women could
remember more but primarily based on the fact that the debt advisor on the show was female
rather than her affiliation with the NDMA. However, neither women nor men could accurately
recall the role of the NDMA advisor in the storyline.

One leading explanation for this lack of recall is that the NDMA advisor only appeared in the
show for 2-3 episodes, was an external character, and never reappeared after her short stint.
Hence, the audience did not get the opportunity to establish or maintain a connection or
following with this character. In contrast, all participants readily recalled the main soap character
and aspects of the financial storyline delivered by her. Further, they attributed better recall to the
fact that the main character was a mainstay in the soap opera, and was popular and likeable.

7. Conclusion
This paper analyzes the economic impact of financial literacy messages on debt management
delivered through a primetime television soap opera in South Africa. Using a symmetric
randomized encouragement design methodology, the results show significant improvements in
content specific financial knowledge, strong affinity towards borrowing formally, moving away
from hire purchase deals, and gambling less – all messages that were conveyed in the soap
storyline. A complementary qualitative analysis confirms these findings and further highlights
some key gender differences in the way men and women think about borrowing, with women
generally using debt as a last resort while men being more willing to borrow for purchases.

Interestingly, while a televised public call to action towards seeking financial advice through the
National Debt Mediation Association leads to significant upsurge in calls immediately after the
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messages are shown on TV, this effect dissipates over time. The qualitative discussions suggest
that lack of emotional connections with an external character, acting as the NDMA agent, was a
leading cause for the erosion of memory of the NDMA. Conversely, respondents easily and
fondly recalled other aspects of the show delivered by the main soap character, who was part of
the show prior to the financial literacy storyline and remained part of it afterwards.

These findings suggest that emotional connections and familiarity with media personalities
certainly play a role in motivating knowledge and behavior change among viewers, and that
erosion of memory is an important concern when incorporating public service messages in mass
media productions. Hence, incorporating messages through mainstay actors, delivering
complementary interventions, or scheduling regular reappearances of external characters could
potentially lead to greater retention and continuation of impact.

Overall, unlike most other financial literacy evaluations, our analysis shows significant and
favorable impacts on financial knowledge and behavior, which highlights the importance of
delivery mechanisms in financial education. Indeed, entertainment media has the power to
capture the attention of individuals unlike any other medium, and thereby provides policy makers
with an effective and accessible vehicle to deliver carefully designed educational messages.
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This figure presents the study timeline. CATI refers to Computer Assisted Telephonic Interview.
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This figure plots the daily call frequency by customers calling into the National Debt Mediation Association
(NDMA) toll-free helpline in South Africa. The vertical red line indicates when the helpline number was displayed
in the television soap opera, Scandal.
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TABLE 1: Summary Statistics and Tests of Randomization
Full Sample

Treatment

Control

N

Mean

N

Mean

N

Mean

Respondent is Female

1031

0.70

553

0.69

478

0.71

0.577

Respondent Has At Least Secondary Schooling

1031

0.70

553

0.69

478

0.71

0.394

Respondent Has Above Median Financial Literacy

1031

0.53

553

0.53

478

0.53

0.914

Respondent's Household Belongs to Low LSM Group

1031

0.44

553

0.46

478

0.43

0.357

Respondent Has a Job or Paid Work

1031

0.49

553

0.49

478

0.48

0.689

Respondent Has Not Borrowed Money in Prior 6 Months

1031

0.58

553

0.58

478

0.58

0.986

Respondent Has Watched "Scandal!" in the Past

1031

0.47

553

0.48

478

0.47

0.830

Test of
Difference in
Means (pvalue)

This table presents demographic summary statistics for respondents at baseline by treatment status; p-values for equality of
means tests across treatment and control groups are presented in the last column. Statistically significant p-values are highlighted
by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance level).
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TABLE 2: Sample Attrition
Present in
Final Followup

Face-to-Face
Interview in Final
Follow-up

(1)

(2)

0.002

0.003

(0.016)

(0.023)

R-squared

0.000

0.000

N

1031

1024

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.933

0.839

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

This table presents attrition analysis for our study in column (1), and the effect that
treatment might have had on the survey mode in column (2). All variables of interest
used in the subsequent analysis come from the final follow-up survey. Note that the
alternative to a final face-to-face interview was a telephonic interview. The total
sample in both columns is all respondents present in baseline; column (2) has only
1024 observations because of missing information on survey mode for 7 observations.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Statistically significant coefficients are
highlighted by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1%
significance level).
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TABLE 3: Sample Crossovers
Q: Apart from Muvhango, which other shows did you watch in the last four weeks?
Scandal +
Scandal +
Scandal +
Scandal +
Other
Only Scandal One Other
Two Other
Three Other
Four Other
Shows
Show
Shows
Shows
Shows
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

Follow-up 1

7.4%

2.2%

1.5%

0.5%

0.2%

37.7%

Follow-up 2

7.2%

1.9%

0.3%

0.3%

0.0%

28.5%

This table tabulates responses to the following survey question asked in follow-up 1 and follow-up 2: “Apart from
Muvhango, which other shows did you watch in the last four weeks?” The question was only asked of the sample
in the control group -- i.e. those individuals who were assigned to watch the soap opera "Muvhango". The purpose
was to assess whether individual assigned to Muvhango also watched Scandal during our study period.
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TABLE 4: Financial Knowledge
Score on
General
Financial
Literacy Test
(1)

Score on
Content Specific
Financial
Literacy Test
(2)

-0.010

0.045*

(0.019)

(0.024)

R-squared

0.005

0.014

N

963

963

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.564

0.425

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

The sample in both columns is composed of respondents present in the final survey
who answered the respective questions. The outcome variable in column (1) is the
average of three variables indicating right answers to: (a) does not combine personal
and business budget; (b) writes down budget when spending excessively; and (c)
thinks chances of winning the lottery are small. The outcome variable in column (2) is
the score on knowledge about Hire-Purchase (HP) products which averages right
answers to: (a) HP is a convenient way to buy things when you do not have money;
(b) HP is helpful because it does not take very long; and (c) it is a good idea to take
out longer HP agreements. All regressions control for interview mode. Robust
standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant coefficients are highlighted
by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance
level).
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TALBE 5: Debt Management
Borrowed
Money in the
Past 6 Months?
(1)

Largest
Borrowing is
from a Formal
Bank

Total Length of
Loan

Missed Loan
Payments in
the Past 6
Months?

(2)

(3)

(4)

-0.001

0.088**

4.470*

0.035

(0.030)

(0.043)

(2.588)

(0.043)

R-squared

0.003

0.014

0.010

0.015

N

963

315

269

304

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.327

0.130

12.136

0.819

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

The sample in column (1) is composed of respondents present in the final survey who answered the question, and the sample
in columns (2)-(4) is composed of respondents present in the final survey who both borrwed money in the past six months and
answered the respective question. All regressions control for interview mode. Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
Statistically significant coefficients are highlighted by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1%
significance level).
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TABLE 6: Reasons for Borrowing
Borrowing for
Consumption

Borrowing to
Cover
Unexpected
Expenses
(2)

-0.012

Borrowing for
Investment

(3)

(4)

-0.019

0.026

0.075*

(0.045)

(0.054)

(0.056)

(0.041)

R-squared

0.013

0.008

0.001

0.013

N

304

304

304

304

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.196

0.312

0.355

0.116

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

(1)

Borrowing to
Pay Other
Financial
Obligations

The sample in all columns is composed of respondents present in the final survey who declare having borrowed in the
past 6 months. All regressions control for interview. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant
coefficients are highlighted by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance level).
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TABLE 7: Hire Purchase and Gambling
Someone in
Someone in
Household Has Household Has
Used Hire
Gambled
Purchase in the Money in the
Past 6 Months? Past 6 Months?
(1)

(2)

-0.043*

-0.052*

(0.024)

(0.029)

R-squared

0.004

0.003

N

963

963

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.188

0.307

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

The sample in all columns is composed of respondents present in the final survey who
answered the respective questions. All regressions control for interview mode. Robust
standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant coefficients are highlighted
by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance level).
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TABLE 8: Savings and Wellbeing
Saved Money
in the Past 6
Months?
(1)

Does Not
Spend More
Than Earnings?
(2)

Feels Stressed
and Worried
About
Finances?
(3)

Feels Confident
Solving
Financial
Problems?
(4)

-0.034

0.048

-0.041

0.053*

(0.031)

(0.031)

(0.029)

(0.032)

R-squared

0.002

0.005

0.003

0.003

N

963

963

963

963

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.657

0.354

0.749

0.574

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

The sample in all columns is composed of respondents present in the final survey who answered the respective questions.
All regressions control for interview. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant coefficients are
highlighted by: * (10% significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance level).
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TABLE 9: Seeking Financial Advice
Immediate
Impact
Will seek Advice
from Formal
Source
(1)

Long Term Impact
Will Seek
Will Seek
Nowhere to go
Advice from
Advice from
for Financial
Semi-Formal
Formal Source
Advice
Source
(2)
(3)
(4)

0.102***

0.019

-0.008

0.001

(0.032)

(0.031)

(0.018)

(0.026)

R-squared

0.014

0.012

0.001

0.003

N

770

963

963

963

Dependent Variable Mean in Control Group

0.689

0.601

0.087

0.202

Invited to Watch "Scandal!"

The sample in column (1) is composed of respondents present in the second follow-up round. The sample in columns (2)-(4) is
composed of respondents present in the final survey who answered the respective questions. All regressions control for
interview mode. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Statistically significant coefficients are highlighted by: * (10%
significance level), ** (5% significance level), and *** (1% significance level).
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APPENDIX 1: “Scandal!” Storyline

Maletsatsi’s Debt

LEAD CAST:

MALETSATSI, EDDIE

SUPPORT CAST:

DANIEL, PALESA, GLORIA (MALETSATSI’S NEIGHBOR),
SOCIETY MEMBERS (MALETSATSI’S NEW NEIGHBORS),
CONSTANCE, NDMA OFFICIAL, FINANCIAL ADVISOR

UNIVERSAL TRUTH:

If you can’t afford it, don’t buy it.

CENTRAL QUESTION:

Will Maletsatsi take the necessary steps to get out of debt and
successfully manage her finances in the future?

PREMISE:

Maletsatsi, through good deeds and wanting to create a beautiful
home for her husband and family, finds herself caught in the
spiraling vicious cycle of debt. The objective of the line is to
positively affect targeted behaviors around financial literacy and
management through increasing the knowledge and understanding
of low-income South Africans regarding personal financial
management. The line will improve financial capability attitudes
and behaviors related to debt management and help seeking
through the NDMA (National Debt Mediation Association). The
story will make it clear that anyone can fall prey to debt and that it
can occur through actions which have the best and frequently
unselfish intentions. Contact details for the NDMA will appear on
screen at the end of every episode in which the story plays out.

SYNOPSIS:
•

Maletsatsi has started to socialize with the women in her new neighborhood of Orlando,
Soweto. She’s becoming comfortable enough to start mobilizing.

•

A neighbor can’t afford to bury a family member. Maletsatsi plays an active role in
collecting donations from the neighborhood to help with the burial but the money is not
enough.
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•

Gloria (Maletsatsi’s new neighbor) tries to talk Maletsatsi into accompanying her to a
casino. Maletsatsi is initially completely opposed to the idea but, when she realizes that
she may be able to win money to put into the burial fund, she decides to try it, although
she refuses to go to the casino herself. She gives money to Gloria and tells her what
number to play on her behalf at the roulette table.

•

Maletsatsi’s number is lucky for her and she wins some money which she puts into the
burial fund. But it is still not enough.

•

Encouraged by her initial success she gets Gloria to play for her again... and again.
Sometimes she wins, sometimes she loses but on the whole, she stays ahead. Of course,
she doesn’t tell Eddie what she is doing Eddie and convinces herself that, because she
isn’t actually going to the casino herself, what she is doing isn’t wrong - particularly as
any money she wins will go to good causes.

•

Maletsatsi doesn’t manage to raise quite enough money for the funeral. Daniel Nyathi
comes to the rescue and magnanimously foots the rest of the bill, much to Eddie’s
annoyance.

•

The experience with the burial fund leaves Maletsatsi surprised that the neighborhood
doesn’t have a society (stokvel).

•

Maletsatsi sees an opportunity to start a society with the neighbors. She runs her idea by
Eddie who thinks it is a good idea.

•

Maletsatsi pitches her idea to Gloria. Gloria tells Maletsatsi that she’s tried to get the
women to start a society but there has been a lack of commitment.

•

Maletsatsi speaks to some of the neighbors about her vision. The people to whom she
speaks are keen to get involved in the society.

•

Maletsatsi calls a meeting and the interested neighbors respond well. Maletsatsi pitches
her idea for the society and most of them love it. They admit that they tried this before
but it didn’t work due to a lack of commitment. (What becomes apparent is that they
lacked a strong leader to inspire and keep them motivated which Maletsatsi is good at).

•

Gloria tells Maletsatsi that some of the women gossip about her behind her back. They
say that her lounge, dining room and kitchen (which visitors see) are well furnished but
the bedrooms (which most visitors don’t see) don’t match up. (Gloria checked out the
house after using the bathroom during one of her visits and started the gossip herself.
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Gloria is jealous that Maletsatsi seems to be succeeding with starting a society while she,
Gloria , failed to get the initiative off the ground). Maletsatsi pretends to laugh this off.
•

In actual fact, Maletsatsi is troubled by what she heard from Gloria. She is worried that
people will think that she doesn’t care for her family properly; that she only makes the
public areas of her house nice and neglects the areas where her family sleeps. Eddie
advises her not to pay attention to township gossip but Maletsatsi is unappeased. Her
commitment to being a good wife, mother and grandmother has been brought into
question.

•

To make herself feel better (and to prove to herself and her neighbors that she cares for
her family) Maletsatsi buys new curtains for all the bedrooms and, while she’s at it, new
lounge and passage carpets and a new tea set with which to impress the society ladies..

•

Eddie is surprised to see the new things. Maletsatsi sheepishly admits that she wanted her
family’s bedrooms – and the rest of the house - to be nice for her family. Eddie is pleased
that the house is looking so good. (Note: Some younger males in the focus groups felt
that Eddie is too understanding and supportive of Maletsatsi, while the older males felt
that Eddie is doing the right thing. We have elected to go with Eddie being supportive.
This also avoids the clichéd situation of the spendthrift wife who squanders money on
luxuries without her husband’s knowledge. By making Eddie pleased with Maletsatsi
purchases, he encourages her to continue making a nice home which makes him partly
responsible for the negative financial situation in which they find themselves).

•

The society kicks off. The women give it a name and Maletsatsi suggests that they draft
a constitution by which they will all abide. The society agrees to meet fortnightly. (Most
of the first meetings will take place at the Khumalo home).

•

The first contributions come in. It is agreed that Maletsatsi will be treasurer of the society
and will take care of the money while they are in the process of opening a bank account.

•

Constance comes to see Maletsatsi. She and Benjamin are having some renovations done
to their house in a few weeks’ time and she wants to know if they can stay in the
Khumalos’ back rooms for a week or so. Maletsatsi and Eddie agree that Palesa’s inlaws can come and stay.

•

Maletsatsi tells Gloria about Constance and Benjamin coming to stay in the back rooms
and asks whether she has a spare bed or even some mattresses that she can borrow. Gloria
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is horrified. She knows Constance and doesn’t think that Maletsatsi is doing a good thing
by allowing her daughter’s parents- in –law to sleep on borrowed, make shift furniture.
Maletsatsi really needs to furnish the back rooms properly or she will lose face.
•

Maletsatsi tells Eddie that she would like to furnish the back rooms for Constance and
Benjamin’s stay. Eddie agrees but says that Maletsatsi must only buy the necessities – a
bed, sheets and blankets. The rest can wait.

•

Maletsatsi comes back with brochures from the furniture shops. She spends time looking
at them and is particularly taken with a bedroom suite made of expensive wood.

•

Maletsatsi purchases the bedroom suite but, when it arrives, a small table and chairs for
the back rooms, plus a new fridge and flat screen TV for the house, arrive along with it.
Eddie is concerned. Maletsatsi explains that when she went to look at furniture, the sales
person checked her credit status and found that she could afford to open an account.
Eddie asks how much the stuff came to. Maletsatsi says R30,000. She has opted to pay in
installments over twenty four months.

•

Eddie goes through the credit agreement and breaks down the various costs involved,
including the interest. It turns out that by the end of that period, she will have paid almost
double that amount due to the interest and other costs. (The sales person sweet talked her
into this and told her that there was no deposit needed and no payments due for the first
two months).

•

Eddie thinks Maletsatsi should send the things back. Maletsatsi pleads with him. Their
old fridge from the flat is too small for the space in the new kitchen, the tv will be great
for Eddie to watch sport on and their family will have lovely back rooms to stay in. And
anyway, she will be paying for it. Eddie asks with what money.

•

Maletsatsi tells a little white lie. She has been saving some of her salary every month (it’s
actually her gambling winnings) and Daniel is giving her a small increase which she can
put towards the monthly installments. Also, she has started the society and, when it is her
month to get the money, she will be able to pay off the full amount.

•

Eddie softens. He likes the things and Maletsatsi’s arguments make good sense. He is
happy that his new house is looking so good. But he tells her there is a condition
attached. She must pay the debt off quicker to avoid paying so much interest. Maletsatsi
undertakes to go to the furniture store and shorten the repayment period.
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•

Maletsatsi does this, but the monthly installments will go up substantially and the two
month grace period falls away. She will have to start paying immediately. She tells Eddie
that she has dealt with his “condition” but in reality she hasn’t. The new monthly
installments are more than she can afford and she doesn’t have enough money for the
first installment which is now due.

•

Gloria is impressed with Maletsatsi’s purchases and that she has “managed her husband
so well.” Abel (Gloria’s husband) would never allow her (Gloria) to get away with this.
Maletsatsi starts to wonder if Gloria’s advice is what she really needs in her life. But she
tells Constance that the back rooms have been tastefully and comfortably furnished in
preparation for their stay. Constance is pleased and touched that Maletsatsi has gone to so
much trouble for them.

•

Constance arrives to stay (Benjamin has had to go away on Evershine business) and
makes herself comfortable in the back rooms.

•

Maletsatsi still has the cash from the society as the bank account hasn’t been opened. She
borrows some of it (quite a lot, actually) to make up the shortfall on her furniture
payment, telling herself that she will put it back soon.

•

As per the constitution of the society, if a member is in dire need of money before it is
their turn, the society can vote to help them out. One of the member’s husbands loses his
job and, even though it is the first month of existence, the society votes to donate the
money to the member. Trapped Maletsatsi says she will get the money which she claims
she has locked in the community centre safe until the bank account has been opened.

•

Maletsatsi doesn’t know where to turn. But then she remembers the community centre.
Daniel handed the running of the centre’s money over to her when he went away some
months ago and decided to leave her in charge on his return. Maletsatsi draws money
from the community centre’s account to pay back the society’s money. She draws a little
extra to help her with next month’s installment for the furniture.

•

Maletsatsi pays the society money over to the needy woman.

•

Daniel asks Maletsatsi for the community centre’s books, etc. He wants to take a look at
them. Maletsatsi stalls, buys time by telling Daniel that she has taken everything home.
Daniel is fine with that, says Maletsatsi can bring the stuff in at her leisure.
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•

Panicked Maletsatsi can think of only one way of getting the money back. She gives
Gloria some more money to gamble with. She loses.

•

Desperate to be able to pay back the community centre money Maletsatsi goes to the
ATM to see what she has left in her account. The ATM offers her the chance of a loan.

•

She takes a deep breath and requests the loan which is granted.

•

Maletsatsi pays the money she took from the community centre back into the account and
hands the books over to Daniel.

•

Maletsatsi manages to cover the remainder of the month’s expenses with the rest of her
loan but when the new month starts, she realizes that she is in debt to the bank, has to pay
the installment on the furniture, and has lost all of her savings to gambling.

•

In an unguarded moment Maletsatsi lets slip to Constance that she has been gambling and
borrowed money from the stokvel to help with her debts. Judgmental and horrified
Constance is expressing her shock when Gloria walks in and over hears everything. She
immediately insists that Maletsatsi has to confess to the society ladies. Maletsatsi begs
Gloria to give her some time.

•

Daniel notices something odd in the community centre’s books. An amount was
withdrawn and then repaid a few days later. He questions Maletsatsi about this.
Maletsatsi breaks down and confesses her financial woes to Daniel. Daniel is taken
aback. This is the last thing he expected of Maletsatsi, of all people. The irony of the
situation (the woman who ”saved” him from sin actually “stole” money from him) tickles
Daniel but he cares too much for Maletsatsi to allow her to see his amusement.

•

Palesa arrives back from her POWA tour unexpectedly and comes to the community
centre to surprise her mother. She is surprised to find Maletsatsi weeping in Daniel’s
arms.

•

Maletsatsi is forced to come clean to her daughter about what she has done. Palesa wants
her to tell Eddie straight away (she is horrified that Maletsatsi has confided in Daniel but
not her husband) but Maletsatsi refuses. There has to be a way of fixing this before Eddie
finds out. She is also terrified of the society ladies getting to hear that she has landed
herself in financial trouble – she is the treasurer of the society!
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•

Palesa advises her mother to go back to the furniture store and get them to make a plan to
allow her to pay it off at a lower installment. Maletsatsi does so and the store agrees to
extend the loan period again. But the interest she will pay will go up substantially.

•

Not wanting to worry Palesa, Maletsatsi tells her that she has made a plan with the store
and everything is going to be alright. Palesa still wants her mother to talk to Eddie but
Maletsatsi insists that she is handling the problem and that she is fine.

•

But she isn’t. Terrified that she will never be able to pay back the loan and the interest on
the furniture installments Maletsatsi starts to ignore other bills, leaving them unopened –
and unpaid.

•

At the next society meeting the ladies all pay in their contributions. Maletsatsi is about to
take the money but “supportive” Gloria says she’ll take some of the responsibility of
having to take care of the cash until the bank account is opened off Maletsatsi’s
shoulders. She’ll take care of the money this time. For a moment Maletsatsi fears that
Gloria is going to expose her, but she doesn’t.

•

Maletsatsi becomes moody. She makes mistakes at work and is irritable with her family
at home.

•

Eddie gets a letter saying that a household expense hasn’t been paid. He questions
Maletsatsi, who almost faints but covers and tells him she must have forgotten to pay it.
She will sort it out today. Eddie thinks nothing of it.

•

Maletsatsi breaks down at work again. Daniel walks in on her crying, sits her down and
asks her how much she owes, including the outstanding amount on the furniture. She tells
him. It is a lot of money to her but to Daniel (with his recent R2m windfall and the
property business taking off) it is not much. He offers to pay off her debts for her. She
doesn’t even have to pay him back. She must consider it his gift to her.

•

Daniel also makes Maletsatsi realises that she will have to come clean to Eddie. (Daniel
is, of course, thrilled to have the opportunity to be able to help Maletsatsi out and to rub
Eddie’s nose in it). Maletsatsi tells Palesa that she is going to confess to her husband.

•

Maletsatsi and Palesa arrive home and Palesa tells Eddie that Maletsatsi has something to
talk to him about. She leaves them alone.

•

Slowly, painfully and with many tears Maletsatsi tells Eddie what has happened. He is
shocked but allows her to complete her story without interrupting too much. Only when
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she gets to the part where Daniel has offered to pay off her debt does Eddie erupt. There
is no way that his wife is touching that man’s money! Maletsatsi says she understands
Eddie’s concerns but what other way out is there? Eddie says he doesn’t know. He needs
some time to think about it but he will come up with another plan. He leaves a distraught
Maletsatsi alone.
•

The next day Eddie is calm and practical. He tells Maletsatsi that he was very angry with
her but that is now over. What’s done is done and they have to move forward to fix
things. He spent a large part of the night researching debt, debt counseling and finding
out about organizations that can help.

•

Firstly, they are going to approach the NDMA to get them to help negotiate a reasonable
repayment option with the furniture store for some of the items. (Note: It is clear that
most people have never heard of the NDMA. So, at this point, Eddie will explain in
simple and clear terms what the NDMA is and what it does. This will be expanded on in
later scenes. These scenes will be written with input and final approval from the NDMA).

•

Secondly, Eddie continues, they are going to return some of the items to the store.
Thirdly, they are going to go to her bank and get them to work out a way for her to pay
off her loan. And they are going to go on a financial management course to learn how to
manage their finances properly. All of this they will do together. But there are two things
that Maletsatsi is going to have to do on her own. One, she is going to make sure that she
never gambles again. And two, she is going to come clean to her society and step down
as treasurer until such time as she and they feel that she is financially responsible enough
to occupy such a position.

•

Maletsatsi is horrified at the thought of having to tell her neighbors what she has done
but, as a Christian, she agrees that she has to do it. Eddie concurs.

•

Eddie softens. He tells Maletsatsi that he only wants her to do all these things for her own
good. He knows that she only got into debt because she wants the best for her family and
because she wants to help others. He reminds her that she has done this before (the
leather couch debacle). She is a good woman. But even good people make mistakes.
There is no shame in that. The only shame is if lessons are not learnt from those mistakes.
And this time Maletsatsi really has to take responsibility and learn her lesson. As an
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alcoholic he knows that better than anyone. Maletsatsi agrees. Eddie hugs her and tells
her he loves her.
•

Maletsatsi thanks Daniel for his kind offer but tells him that she and Eddie will deal with
the debt on their own. Daniel is not surprised. Eddie Khumalo would never take anything
from him. But he could still give Maletsatsi some money without Eddie knowing.
Maletsatsi holds up her hand. She is never going to hide anything from Eddie again. Ever.
Daniel is disappointed but understands. He wishes he could find a woman who is as loyal
as Maletsatsi.

•

We see a scene where the NDMA successfully negotiates a reasonable repayment option
for Maletsatsi with the furniture store. This scene will show that approaching the NDMA
is non threatening and simple to do. It will also make it clear that the NDMA does not
charge for its services (one of the misconceptions which was picked up from the focus
groups). Maletsatsi and Eddie will have to develop an income and expenditure statement
(these will be carefully explained) to determine the amount available to offer to the credit
provider. They also need to plan how they will prevent previous mistakes and understand
the consequences of not sticking to the new restructured agreement. They decide to do
this for the fridge and TV and to return the furniture which they bought for the back
rooms. (Note: this scene will be written with input and approval from the NDMA).

•

The furniture from the backrooms is returned to the store. Maletsatsi is forced to borrow a
camping bed from Gloria, who is horrified that Maletsatsi is doing this). With great
difficulty, Maletsatsi has to swallow her pride and explain to Constance why the furniture
which she bought specially for Constance’s stay will no longer be there. As usual
Constance can’t help being a bit judgmental but Eddie, in full on support of Maletsatsi
mode, tells Constance that if she isn’t happy with what they are able to provide for her
she is welcome to check into a hotel. Constance backs down.

•

We see Maletsatsi and Eddie at a financial management course and learn the rules of
sound financial management and planning. (Note: During this scene terms which the
focus groups had difficulty understanding - converting to cheaper debt, downgrading and
productive borrowing - will be simply and clearly defined and explained).

•

Maletsatsi plucks up the courage to admit to the society ladies that she took money from
them. They are all shocked but some are more supportive and understanding than others.
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The overall feeling though, is that Maletsatsi will have to step down as treasurer. She will
have to work hard to regain the members’ trust. Maletsatsi accepts this but the shame is
hard for her to bear.
•

Maletsatsi organizes a talk at the community centre where a financial planning expert
comes and gives simple yet sound advice about financial management. The whole
Khumalo family attends as well as people from the community. They are again told about
downgrading, converting to cheaper debt, budgeting and saving (all of which terms will
be clearly defined and explained again). Borrowing can be a potential risk but productive
borrowing and saving can help consumers take control of their debt. The expert also
explains the role of the NDMA and the differences between that organization and the
National Credit Regulator which is tasked with education, research, registration of credit
providers and debt counselors, complaints related to debt counselor behavior and
ensuring the enforcement of the Credit Act. The difference in the roles of the NDMA and
debt counselors is also explained. (Note: Most people have heard of the NCR but not of
the NDMA so we are taking the opportunity to define and differentiate clearly the roles
and functions of the two organizations. Scene will be written with input and approval
from the NDMA). Maletsatsi shares her experience with the assembled group, explaining
that she is going to take control of her situation and implement some of these measures in
her own life.

•

Maletsatsi uses the money that she is no longer paying off on the furniture to service her
high interest debt (her loan and other purchases) thereby lowering the interest she will be
paying over the long term.

•

Maletsatsi gets Daniel to help her structure a simple savings plan. She is going to put a
part of her salary into a special bank account from which she cannot draw and which will
give her good interest on her savings.
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