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Abstract 
 

The preconditions for social work changes rapidly in South Africa and the country  is 

characterized by pervasive inequality with extremes of wealth and poverty.  Access to 

employment is difficult in rural areas and this leads to large-scale unemployment and poverty in 

the country. One area with these problems  is the community Heidedal in Bloemfontein, South 

Africa. 

Uncontrollable behaviour with children is also a big and increasing issue in the community. 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate what the term uncontrollable behaviour implicates and 

how social workers within Heidedal work towards children’s uncontrollable behaviour in the 

community. This through our chosen theoretical framework, the theory of individual- and 

community empowerment. The study was carried out through an microethnographic approach, 

based on semi-structured interviews with social workers coming from four different 

organisations in Heidedal, together with observations in the area. 

The focus of the analysis was on separating the material into themes that answer the research aim 

by using influences from a qualitative content analysis. Uncontrollable behaviour was therefore 

investigated through specific themes connected to the theory. The findings presented five 

overlooking themes: Uncontrollable behaviour, Influencing factors on uncontrollable behaviour, Main methods, 

Main approaches and Work environment. 

The main findings within this study reveals that uncontrollable behaviour can devolve upon 

several different things and therefore the social workers in Heidedal are dealing with the issue 

with many different methods and approaches which will be revealed and discussed in this thesis. 

From the findings the term “uncontrollable” will furthermore be discussed and questioned.  

In conclusion the result showed upon the importance of a combination of the two types of 

empowerment addressed in this thesis; personal empowerment and community empowerment as 

an alternative way to deal with the issue with uncontrollable behaviour regarding children. This 

to reach a long term solution, in relation to environmental and socio-economical vulnerable areas 

that these children operate in.  
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Sammanfattning 

 

Förutsättningarna för socialt arbete är ständigt föränderliga i Sydafrika och landet kännetecknas 

av genomgripande ojämlikhet med ytterligheter av rikedom och fattigdom. Tillgången till 

sysselsättning är begränsad i områden på landsbygden och detta leder till storskalig arbetslöshet 

och fattigdom i landet. Ett område med dessa problem är samhället Heidedal i Bloemfontein, 

Sydafrika. 

Okontrollerbart beteende hos barn är också ett stort och ökande problem i samhället. 

Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka vad termen okontrollerbart beteende innebär och hur 

socialarbetare i Heidedal arbetar med barns okontrollerbara beteende i samhället. Detta genom 

vår valda teoretiska referensram, teorin om individuell- och community empowerment. Studien 

genomfördes med ett mikro-etnografiskt förhållningssätt och baserades på semistrukturerade 

intervjuer med socialarbetare från fyra olika organisationer i Heidedal, samt observationer i 

området.  

Fokus i analysen var att dela in materialet i olika teman som besvarar syftet med studien genom 

att använda influenser från en kvalitativ innehållsanalys. Okontrollerbart beteende hos barn 

undersöks vidare genom specifika teman kopplade till denna teori. Upptäckterna i denna studie 

visade på fem övergripande teman: Okontrollerbart beteende, Påverkansfaktorer på okontrollerbart 

beteende, Huvudsakliga metoder, Huvudsakliga förhållningssätt och Arbetsmiljö. 

De huvudsakliga upptäckterna i denna studie visar att okontrollerbart beteende hos barn kan vara 

en följd av flera olika faktorer och därför arbetar socialarbetare i Heidedal med frågan genom 

många olika metoder och tillvägagångssätt, vilka kommer att belysas och diskuteras i denna 

studie. 

Utifrån resultatet kommer också termen  “okontrollerbar” vidare att diskuteras och ifrågasättas. 

Sammanfattningsvis visade resultatet på vikten av en kombination mellan de två typer av 

empowerment som nämns i denna studie; personlig empowerment och community 

empowerment, som ett alternativt sätt att hantera problemet med okontrollerbart beteende hos 

barn. Detta för att nå en långsiktig lösning, i relation till de miljömässigt och socioekonomiskt 

sårbara områden som dessa barn befinner sig i. 

 

Nyckelord 
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1. Introduction 

 

South Africa is a richly resourced country. This extends from the abundance of minerals 

to the varied, breathtaking landscape. It is a country populated by 46 million inhabitants, 

representing a diversity of cultures and backgrounds. This cornucopia of traditions 

embodied in music, food, folklore, dress and other social practices is celebrated in the 

concept of the "Rainbow nation". There is reclamation of "Ubuntu", the African spirit of 

a collective humanity, where responsibility for each other is shared (Schmid, 2008, p. 7).  

     

We chose to conduct our minor field study in a small community in South Africa, called 

Heidedal. Our specific focus was on child welfare services and social work with children and 

young people, as child welfare issues is a key topic in social work (Trygged, 2010). The topic for 

this study was furthermore chosen through the contact with an organisation whom are rendering 

social work with children. We thereby came to knowledge through conversations with our 

contact in South Africa, about the issue of “uncontrollable behaviour with children”. Uncontrollable 

behaviour was the social worker's own term in mind, which referred to a pattern of behavioural 

outbursts where the parent no longer had control over their child. Commonly occurring with this 

behaviour was disrespect and disobedience to the parents, absenteeism in school or school 

dropouts, substance abuse, violence and crime. It was furthermore indicated by the social 

workers in the area that Heidedal was struggling with a widespread of social complexities. 

According to their statements it draws back to the high inequalities surrounding the socio-

economic factors in the country, which contributes to poverty and particularly vulnerable 

communities. Differences remain very visible within the rural areas and communities, which also 

impacts its’ people.  

 

The area of Heidedal are struggling with substance abuse, especially amongst children and 

adolescents’, which is something that is becoming an increasing problem in the area and is highly 

related to the phenomenon of uncontrollable behaviour. Socio-economic problems at home and 

in the school environment leading to the fact that millions of South African children are 

performing poorly in school, presenting with behavioural problems, and even dropping out of 

school (Reyneke, 2015). This complex of problems was one of the reasons why uncontrollable 
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behaviour in South Africa was an urgent issue for social workers, and still is. Facing these kinds 

of complex social issues in the communities assumes to require a broad spectrum of efforts and 

interventions. The theory of empowerment can furthermore provide an understanding of the 

context in which the social workers are implementing their daily work. Therefore we chose to 

early on in the study include the concept as a suitable approach and include the theory of 

empowerment as a part of the interview questions as well.  

 

Our approach for this study moreover relied on the basis of international social work, since our 

data collection and question formulation for the thesis was practised in another country apart 

from Sweden.  International social work is constantly developing and changing, and has an 

significant role in the shaping of social work worldwide. However the difficulties with defining 

international social work are embedded in global structures that are characterized by inequalities 

between different parts of the world. What is further crucial to the matter is to what extent social 

problems and social work can be said to be equivalent across the globe and whether practice 

knowledge can be generalized from one context to another (Trygged, 2010). The conditions for 

social work in Sweden are also changing. The welfare state in Sweden shows signs of reaching for 

new ways of responding to new challenges. Increasingly, community work initiatives and the 

position of voluntary sector are growing (Alcock, 2009).  

 

Our study in South Africa may give us a new perspective on various ways of performing social 

work in communities regarding empowering methods. Further how it is to work under different 

and demanding conditions, all this in the context of a constantly changing international social 

work.  
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1.1 Aim 

 
The aim with this thesis is to study how social workers are rendering social services within the 

community of Heidedal in Bloemfontein, South Africa. This with focus on children’s 

uncontrollable behaviour and the social worker’s methods, approaches, perceptions and 

experiences of the issue based on the empowerment perspective. 

1.2 Research questions 

 

1. How do social workers in Heidedal perceive the uncontrollable behaviour of children? 

2. What are some of the influencing factors to children’s uncontrollable behaviour according to 

the social workers?  

3. How do social workers in Heidedal work towards the uncontrollable behaviour of children? 
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2. Background 

 
The preconditions for, and the context of children labeled with “uncontrollable behaviour” in 

South Africa concerns a complex of issues on numerous levels.  

 

Hence, a presentation of the modern history of South Africa, including social development and 

social welfare  in a historical context, as well as a review of previous research regarding the topic 

will help to facilitate a broader understanding of some of the conditions that implicate challenges 

in the behaviour of the children and how social workers perceive the issue of matter.  

 

2.1 The modern history of South Africa  

 

South Africa is located on the southern tip of Africa and is almost three times as big as 

Sweden.The country has 55.9 million inhabitants. In the north, the country borders to Namibia, 

Botswana and Zimbabwe and in the north-east to Mozambique and Swaziland (Landguiden, 

2016). South Africa’s population increase is amongst the lowest in Africa, with reduced 

childbirths and higher mortality rates due to aids (South African Government, 2016). Today, 2.2 

children are born per woman, a decline of 6 children per woman in the 1960s. The black 

population make up about 80 percent of South Africa’s population. More than half of the 

country’s 4.6 million white are Africans, who were previously called boer (Landguiden, 2016).  

South Africa is moreover a multicultural society that is characterised by its rich linguistic 

diversity. The country has  11 official languages, each of which is guaranteed equal status in 

society. Most South Africans are multilingual and speak at least two or more of the official 

languages. English is most widely used for official and commercial communication. IsiZulu is the 

most common home language spoken by 22,7 percent of the population (South African 

Government, 2016). 
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2.2 Social development & the context of South African welfare 

 

At times the preconditions for social work changes rapidly, which the country of South Africa is 

an example of (Trygged, 2010). The development of social work in South Africa was inextricably 

associated with the apartheid system, which ranged from 1948 to 1994 (South African 

Government, 2016a), and stated service provisions along racial lines. The focus during both the 

colonial and apartheid eras in South Africa was on segregation, with an accompanied deficiency 

or under-provision, of services to large parts of its citizens on the basis of race. Hence, the legacy 

of apartheid resulted in a largely divided and discriminatory welfare (including child welfare) 

system that was constructed to serve and recognize primarily “whites” in urban areas, and did 

little to address the needs of the poor and misfortunate (Schmid, 2014). South Africa is still seen 

as a country that is characterized by pervasive inequality, with extremes of both wealth and 

poverty. Extensive poverty and large-scale unemployment are still the largest social problems in 

South Africa, which present major challenges for today’s social work (Bak, 2004). The lower than 

expected economic growth rates plays a big role in the matter, and access to employment is 

much more difficult in rural areas (Schmid, 2008).  

 

South Africa is moreover one of very few countries in the world that is involved in a complete 

redesigning of its welfare system since its liberation in 1994. Social services in South Africa have 

historically been delivered in a partnership between the state and voluntary sector organisations.  

In the last decades, its social policy has developed and are starting to shift towards deracialization 

past policies, and meeting more basic needs in the communities, with a continuing partnership 

between government and a network of voluntary organisations (Alcock, 2009). Non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) have further on formed as an significant ally in the process 

of development countries welfare. NGOs characterizes by activities that serve to support the 

cost of developing countries’ institutional weakness, which often include administrative 

deficiency including an inability to efficiently carry out essential development managements, such 

as providing social services (Badu & Parker, 1994).  

 

The history of South African welfare is nevertheless a complex matter (Bak, 2004; Schmid, 2014). 

During the apartheid era, the child welfare sector applied interventions that failed to address the 

needs of the majority and weakened family life, with a child welfare model that tended to be 

individualistic, remedial and unconventional (Schmid, 2008). Children’s rights was firstly being 
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placed on the political agenda through Free the Children Alliance, which highlighted the plight of 

children. In 1997 South Africa officially became a signatory of the United Nations Conventions 

on the Rights of the Child (Gray, 2005; Schmid, 2014).  

 

In line with its developmental agenda, the government’s political program was formulated in 

ANC’s Reconstruction and Development Programme 1994 (Schmid & Patel, 2016), and was 

amplified through the White Paper of 1997 for Social Welfare. The document adopts a 

developmental approach to social welfare with the intention to address issues in poverty and 

inequity and promote social development by integrating social interventions with economic 

development (Lombard, 2014). All welfare achievements, including those in the child welfare 

sector, are presumed to conform to the rights-oriented, generic, inter-sectoral, and socio 

economic direction of developmental social welfare (Bak, 2004; Schmid & Patel, 2016).  The 

social work sector is visualized to have a shift from charity and individual casework to group and 

community work, and emphasizing on solidarity and human resources. With this said, social 

work will not be enforced by just one profession, but by social developmental worker, by child 

protection worker and by social workers. Developmental social work is presumed as one of the 

eventual contributors to social development, and the White Paper (1997) states that South Africa 

needs social development rather than social work to handle predominant problems of poverty 

(Bak, 2004). 

 

2.2.1 Child welfare agenda in South Africa 

 

The debate regarding child rights has awakened discussions regarding the interaction between 

universal norms and context specific approaches to child welfare as well as between collective 

and individualistic focus in interventions. These debates are mainly influenced by the admission 

of the different societal contexts of childhood and the varied prospects of children. A further 

international shift has been widening focus of interventions within child welfare. Going beyond 

traditional notions of abused children, a much broader range of children are forthwith 

contemplated to be vulnerable and in need of social intervention. Emerging out of development 

activities, social protection, child health, child poverty and hunger, migrant children and 

unaccompanied minors, and the associated Millennium Development Goals have been a further 

tendency in South Africa (Schmid & Patel, 2016). 
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Schmid (2010) further on emphasizes that the Child Protection system in South Africa has 

moreover focused on failing parenthood, and during apartheid was a parallel discourse that 

acknowledged the impact of poverty. The Child Protection interventions in South Africa have 

mostly been carried out as a separate, stand-alone function, rather than being integrated with 

other social welfare activities or with other welfare sectors such as health and education (Schmid, 

2010). 

  

Another discourse in the child protection theme has to do with intervention practice. Statutory 

work (in terms of investigation abuse, placing children and supervising such placements, as well 

as recruiting, training and supporting foster and adoptive parents) has been identified as a core 

movement in social work since the 1950s (Schmid, 2010). Even though prevention has always 

been on the agenda, typically in the form of Early Childhood Development centres, it has 

moreover received the least attention and has been particularly vulnerable when resources have 

been limited (Schmid, 2010).  

 

 

2.3 Heidedal  

 

There is little information to find about the area of Heidedal, in written form. After numerous 

attempts at finding information on the internet and in literature without succeeding, we had to 

reach out to our contact person in order to get information about the area.  

 

Heidedal is a community that is part of the multiracial ethnic section of the Mangaung township 

in Bloemfontein, South Africa. The multiracial referrals to ancestry from mainly Europe and 

Africa. The inhabitants in Heidedal is mostly coloured, which is moreover an apartheid-era term 

which still remains in South Africa and refers to people of mixed descent (Interviewed social 

worker, 1).  

 

During the apartheid system, the racial hierarchy ranged from whites, then coloured, followed by 

Indians and lastly black Africans. Historically, coloureds have been speaking the language of 

Afrikaans, and although oppressed under the apartheid legislation acts, they received more 
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privileges in both employment, education, housing and basic rights than black Africans and 

Indians. Heidedal is, in part of this, therefore included as a more developed community than the 

African sections of other townships (Interviewed social worker, 1). 

 

2.4 Uncontrollable behaviour  

 

Uncontrollable behaviour as a term of describing certain patterns of behavior and demeanor in a 

child or in a group is problematic, without looking at the underlying causes. When looking at 

previous research it shows that South Africa have been dealing with issues of children with 

behavioral problems around the communities for a long time. This is what some of the social 

workers in South Africa refers to as “uncontrollable children”.  

 

Thwala (2013) claims that children’s behaviour can depend on several different things. One of 

these influencing factors is culture. Culture may be seen as a pivotal point for enriching of 

children’s identity. In brief, the ideas, values and practices of a particular culture are significant in 

scaffolding children’s psychological well-being and in the construction of a social self. A  key  to  

the  idea  of  culture  is  the  underpinning  notion  of  shared  knowledge, acknowledged  values  

and  the  power  of  social  norms. Culture  is  what  people  have  developed  together,  what  

they  share  and  how  they  live together. Culture is the ideas, values, rules, norms, codes, and the 

many symbols a person transmits across the generations. This definition posits culture as being 

about the ideas  people hold in the field of ethics and morality. It provides guidance on “right” 

actions and such behaviours that are normalised or accepted as appropriate within the social 

environment. (Thwala, 2013). 

 

The issue with uncontrollable behaviour is nevertheless not a separate issue for only the South 

African communities and culture, with the previous research indicating common social 

challenges in different parts of Africa. In the context of an African-social work, we thereby chose 

to include different factors in the previous research, in terms of causes and living conditions. The 

increasing issues are children who are using alcohol and drugs, children with various behavioral 

problems, children who are in conflict with the law and children dropping out of school at an 

early age.  
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2.5 Previous research  
 
It is important in this matter to further emphasize that concepts such as “uncontrollable 

behavior” and “uncontrollable behaviors with children” are no scientific concepts. They are also 

not keywords used when searching for scientific literature. They are too casual and unrecognized, 

and contain normative notions of how people are entitled to have certain things or to behave and 

what is acceptable and unacceptable. Thereby these concepts may have different meanings for 

different people and the term can be used differently depending on purpose. The concept must 

therefore be interpreted on the basis of its context. What could be found from the previous 

research regarding the topic of uncontrollable behaviour can furthermore be seen from both 

individual and structural explanatory-factors. This review will provide an overview of vulnerable 

children in South Africa, in regards to what circumstances they might face. In addition, the 

review will focus on research about poverty and substance abuse among adolescents in South 

Africa. 

 

2.5.1 Vulnerable children in South Africa and high risk behaviours 

 

Vulnerable children are one of the main problems in developing countries. These are children 

that are susceptible to different types of social problems including malnutrition, poor hygiene, 

child sexual abuse and drug use (Abashula, Jibat, Ayele, 2014). 

  

Children’s situation in South Africa has in many ways been affected due to part of the past 

discriminatory legacies of the apartheid-era (South African Government, 2016a). Samuels, 

Slemming and Balton (2012) amongst others, argues that the risks for children is still highly 

prevalent in today's South African society. Racial inequalities remain substantial, with the 

coloured definition black children representing a disproportionately large portion of the total 

number of children who are living in poverty (Samuels et al., 2012).  

 

What the previous research regarding the topic further indicates is that there are high inequalities 

when it comes to socio-economic factors in South Africa. According to Reyneke (2015), socio-

economic problems at home and in the school environment leads to the fact that millions of 

South African children are performing poorly in school, presenting with behavioural problems, 
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and dropping out of school. These children often live in families where only 34.8 percent is living 

with both their parents, and 23 percent lived with neither parent. Furthermore, orphans and 

child-headed households are on the increase in the country as well, with the effects of little to no 

parental role models for the children during their childhood years  (Reyneke, 2015). 

 

The term uncontrollable behaviour seems to be very contextual, and even if the term is not to be 

found in previous scientific literature or research, the social workers in Heidedal concludes it as 

to be related to a numerous of behavioral factors, including aggression and negative behaviours 

as well as substance abuse. Fung, Fox and Harris (2014) argues that aggression and other 

negative behaviours are occurring with young children and often begin in the toddler- and 

preschool years. For most children, these behaviours are a part of their development and fade 

over time. But 10 to 15 percent of these children further develop these behaviours which often 

escalate in elementary school. Fung et al. (2014) further states that these behaviour problems can 

lead to negative impact on the child’s social interactions, damage relationships between the child 

and their parents, prevent school readiness and increase the risk for abuse and neglect. Thus, 

these behaviours often engender future cycles of violence and abuse and negatively impact these 

children’s long-term outcomes (Fung et al., 2014). 

 

There are well-documented high prevalence rates of violence, aggression, and substance use in 

South Africa (see Waller, Gardner & Cluver 2014) together with what is according to Assante, 

Hills and Meyer-Weitz (2016) concerns of high risk behaviours amongst children and 

adolescents’ related to street life. Street children see’s different kind of violence as an everyday 

experience. Assante et al. (2016) even argues that alcohol and substance abuse is a way of coping 

and are very common in the adolescents lives. These behaviours furthermore includes activities 

like  engaging in unprotected sex and other high risk sexual behaviour, having high rates of 

substance abuse and physical abuse, as well as stigmatization due to homelessness (Assante et al., 

2016).  

 

However, Brook, Rubenstone, Zhang, Morojele and Brook (2011) further argues about the 

connections between South African adolescents’ substance use with environmental stressors. 

South Africa has continuously high socioeconomic inequalities, which characterizes many 

communities with extreme poverty and degradation. Young people, in particular, are exposed to 

numerous environmental stressors within their communities, many of which have harmful 
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effects on their health and psychological well-being. Macrosocial factors within these 

environments, such as violent victimization and economic deprivation, have been found to be 

related to both smoking and alcohol use. Among adolescents’, alcohol use is particularly 

associated with a variety of social problems, such as accidents and injury, interpersonal violence, 

illegal drug use, school dropouts, and sexual risk-behaviour as well as alcohol use disorders 

(Brook et al.,  2011). 

 

2.5.2 Poverty as a risk factor 

 

Poverty levels are high in many communities in South Africa.  In 2011 approximately 64.5 

percent of children lived in households that had a per capita income of less than R765 per 

month. It is estimated that 32.4 percent of children lived in households where there were no 

employed members. This shows that many children in South Africa experience high levels of 

poverty (Reyneke, 2015). Poverty is further viewed as common risk for vulnerable children and 

Samuels, Slemming and Balton (2012) emphasizes that they are more likely to be adversely 

affected by early biological and psychosocial experiences that have their origins in environments 

characterized such as by poverty, violence, substance abuse, nutritional deficiencies, and HIV 

infections. This can further be linked to children that are born and raised in low and middle 

income countries. Reyneke (2015) addresses that some of the consequences of poverty includes 

inferior education, malnourishment, criminal activities and a lack of psychological well-being 

which is common when it comes to children with behavioural problems. According to Samuels 

et al. (2012) the risks affect development through changes in brain structure and function and 

also cause behavioural changes. Another factor related to the issue is inadequate learning 

opportunities during the childhood years. In South Africa, children are often exposed to multiple 

and cumulative risks related to issues of poverty and its repercussions (Samuels et al., 2012).  

 

Previous studies furthermore shows that poverty is a common denominator for children with 

behavioural problems, this also linked with use of alcohol and substance abuse from a young age. 

According to the upper-bound and most widely used poverty line in South Africa, just over half 

(52.2 percent) of all South Africans (age 15 and older) live in a poor household. Recent work has 

shown that the gender gap in income poverty has widened in post-apartheid South Africa, even 



 
 
 

 
 

 
- 17 - 

though overall poverty levels have declined. Some groups are more exposed than others, for 

example women, people with HIV or aids and in particular children (Rogan, 2016). 

Little has yet been achieved in addressing poverty. The importance of national surveys for 

planning, implementation and monitoring would be taken for granted in more developed 

countries, but in South Africa it is quite new (Alcock, 2009).  

 

2.5.3 Substance use among adolescents in South Africa 

 

Morojele and Brook (2006) highlights that alcohol and other drug use have been associated with 

violence and crime in South Africa since apartheid, and among adolescents it has been an 

increasing problem ever since. Findings according to Meghdadpour, Curtis, Pettifor and 

Macphail (2012) also confirm that orphaned adolescents are at increased risk of substance use 

and that family and community may be influential in reducing such kind of risk behavior 

associated with substance use.   

 

Morojele and Brook (2006) further argues that proliferation of alcohol and substance use in 

various communities may heighten adolescents’ commission and/or exposure to violent acts. 

This confirms the potential substance abuse among adolescents in South Africa and the impact 

and burden of health, social welfare, and criminal justice systems (Parry, Myers, Morojele, Flisher, 

Bhana, Donson and Pluddemann, 2004). Parry et al. (2004) further connects that multiple 

indicators have pointed to both the expansion of drug markets for adolescents and various of 

negative consequences related to alcohol and other drug use.  

 

Chikobvu, Flisher, King, Lombard and Townsend (2010) concludes further that alcohol and 

substance use is predicting school drop outs. Illicit drug use for example have shown to be 

associated with dropouts, and those experiencing academic problems all used alcohol at 

significantly higher levels than in-school students and/or graduates. Contrary to findings from 

developed countries, alcohol and illicit drug use did not predict dropout. It is possible that 

predictors of dropout documented elsewhere may not be pertinent in developing countries 

(Chikobvu et al., 2010).  
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Brook, Morojele, Pahl and Brook (2006) concludes the connection between drugs, discrimination 

and violence. Adolescents with high levels of drug use were experiencing more discrimination 

and violence against themselves in a higher level than those with a lower drug use. All factors 

related to parental-child showed an impact of adolescents drug use. The results showed that 

adolescents with a high level of drug use reported greater peer smoking, drinking, marijuana use, 

and other illegal drug use (Brook, Morojele, Pahl & Brook, 2006)  
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3. Theoretical framework 

 
Our chosen concept is the theory of individual- and community empowerment, this to be able to 

understand the social workers methods and perceptions of children's behaviour through this 

theory. The important goal with this theory and the reason why we chose to use it as theoretical 

framework for this study is that it refers to and work towards social change. To clarify, we do not 

see the empowerment theory as a total solution, but a tool to use and a process to be able to 

make a change in their lives.  

 

To have in mind is the complexity about the empowerment theory. As presented by Alsop & 

Heinsohn (2005) empowerment is when a person owns the capacity to make choices and turn 

them into achieve desirable actions and reach their personal goals. This shows an individuality 

and a complexity regarding the empowerment theory that empowerment occur at different levels 

and will change over time. Therefore it is of importance to have in mind that once empowerment 

occur it does not mean the work is done and the changes will maintain themselves (Anme & 

McCall, 2008). Another  important aspect to have in mind is the difficulties regarding the ability 

to concretize the outcome of empowerment theory because of the differences between  

outcomes depending who the empowerment concerns, there may be different outcomes if it 

regards an individual,  a community or maybe an organization (Perkin & Zimmerman, 1995). 

 

 3.1 The concept of empowerment 

 

Empowerment has long been a key concept in the social work area and is being described as the 

central work of improving human lives (Bennett Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). The short and 

concrete definition of empowerment in Perkin & Zimmermans (1995 p.570) article reads as 

follows: “a process by which people gain control over their lives, democratic participation in the life of their 

community and a critical understanding of their environment”.  

 

The empowerment concept started in the context of the professional discourse about social 

problems and is based on the idea of that people have the potential to assimilate skills and 

abilities but are in need of the right circumstances and environment to be able to develop them 
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(Sadan, 1997). The process of empowerment takes place where power is unequally distributed 

and where structures prevents some people from providing possibilities regarding power 

(Bennett Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). Empowerment according to Sadan (1997) assume a sense 

of meaning that it is a transition from a condition of powerlessness to a more controlled situation 

regarding your own life. 

 

What distinguishes the empowerment theory is that the focus is on possible capabilities with a 

person instead of identifying shortcomings and risk-factors and on the environmental impact 

possibilities instead of blaming people (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). The base of 

empowerment is that every person has the potential to achieve empowerment, but what affects is 

the social context and conditions around the person that decides who are about to realize this 

potential and who finds it hard to realize it. The empowerment concept contributes to the 

discourse of social issues in the way that it exposes the extent of oppression, discrimination and 

stigma in people's lives. Empowerment encourages an active and initiative-taking approach to life 

(Sadan, 1997).  

 

The concept can be divided into three groups with different focus; individual-, community- and 

organizational empowerment. We have chosen two of them which are the individual 

empowerment which is about what happens on the level of the individual’s life, the second one is 

the community empowerment which focuses on the collective processes and social change in 

society (Sadan, 1997).  

 

3.2 Personal/individual empowerment 

 

The meaning with personal or individual empowerment is to reduce powerlessness and 

dependency regarding the person concerned, this by having increased control over their lives 

(Bennett Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). Sadan (1997) argues that personal empowerment is linked 

to the concept of autonomy, which covers different aspects including self-determination, 

freedom, independence and liberty of choice and action. 

 

The individual empowerment involves development of skills and abilities and a more confident 

way of looking at yourself, including self-respect and self-esteem. This contributes to a new 
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positive way of dealing with life opportunities and redefine yourself, these abilities is the essence 

of individual empowerment (Sadan, 1997). They also develop skills like organizing, leadership, 

problem-solving and decision-making (Anme & McCall, 2008).  

 

The process of the individual empowerment starts with a sense of believe in one’s strength to 

further activity and interactions for social change. It can also be defined as a way of individuals 

learning to see a connection between their goals and how to achieve them and reach results of 

positive outcomes through own efforts. Empowerment is always individual in the way of 

whatever is important and meaningful for one person, this is what should lead the direction of 

the set goals (Bennett Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). What is considered to be a positive and 

successful outcome through the process of empowerment is when a person obtain power with 

one’s own efforts (Bennett Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). 

 

There is a close connection between the process and the outcome regarding empowerment, the 

feeling of ability and real ability are parts of a positive and self-strengthening whole (Perkin & 

Zimmerman, 1995).  To be empowered relates to both the process of it as well as the outcome - 

including the way people manage to take control over their lives, either by themselves or with the 

help of professionals to achieve some degree of ability to have influence over the world (Sadan, 

1997). Empowerment is a process including interaction between the person and the surrounding 

environment with the goal to change into a citizen with assertiveness and sociopolitical ability. 

The outcome of this process is skills regarding insights and abilities about political awareness as 

well as obtaining influence over the environment. The individual's outcome may be about 

personal skills and for a community there might be more about accessing resources in the 

community (Perkin & Zimmerman, 1995).  

 

3.3 Community empowerment 

 

Besides the individual empowerment there is of importance that local resources are available so 

that individuals can have the opportunity to make true choices.  Empowerment regarding 

community refers to the process where a local community obtains power and control over the 

resources and organizations available. This to meet the needs of the people in the community 

and also to create an equitable system where the people are involved and included in building and 
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maintaining institutions and programs with a goal of improving their life standard. Benefits with 

empowering the community are clear, according to Anme and McCall (2008). The community 

development process contributes to the growing sense and awareness with the people which 

contributes to the enhancement of the community life. People develop an interest and a caring 

for their community which in turn leads to people being motivated and involved within 

questions concerning their community (Anme & McCall, 2008).  

 

Koren, DeChillo, & Friesen, (1992) mention different conditions necessary to make 

empowerment possible to occur regarding personal attitude, that promotes active social 

involvement, knowledge about how to critically analyze the social systems including your own 

environment, an ability to develop and use strategies to use towards your personal set goals and 

the ability to act together with others to strive towards common collective goals.  
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4. Methodological framework 

 
The specific procedures and key concepts will be presented in this section to show how this 

study was performed, but also various aspects that was kept in mind during the work of this 

thesis.  

 

4.1 Qualitative method 

 

In order to address our research aim, we conducted a qualitative research study which is 

characteristically exploratory, fluid and flexible, data-driven and context-sensitive in its form. We 

chose to do a qualitative study because we wanted to get close to the people we were studying. In 

qualitative research, as our approach, decisions about design and strategy are ongoing and are 

grounded in the  practice, process and context of the research (Mason, 2002). 

 

 

4.2 Sampling 

 

Before the departure to South Africa we had contact by email with our partner university in 

Bloemfontein, South Africa. We indicated that we were interested in writing about an urgent 

matter closely related to social work with children in South Africa, and she gave us contact 

information to a supervisor at the organisation Child Welfare and Childline Free State. The 

supervisor suggested the increasing issue with children with uncontrollable behaviour in Heidedal 

as a topic to write about. The supervisor later became our gatekeeper, which is as a person that 

can give you access to an area or an organisation. The gatekeeper is often interested in the 

researcher’s purpose and motive (Bryman, 2011). Through our gatekeeper we got access to our 

study site, the Child Welfare & Childline Free State in Bloemfontein’s social work office in 

Heidal.  

 

For our interviews we have conducted a purposive sampling. Such sampling method is essentially 

about selecting out relevant research objects with a certain research goal in mind and for 
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understanding a social phenomenon. The main aim of a purposive sampling is to select events 

and participants in a strategic way so that the sampled persons are relevant to the research 

question formulated. Since it is a matter of non-probability samples the results does not allow 

generalization to a population outside of the study (Bryman, 2011). Thus we chose research 

participants that we found relevant for our study. When we came to South Africa we discovered 

that our sampling would not be sufficient to carry out our study. This because the organisation 

only had three social workers employed, since we aimed at interviewing social workers in the 

area. Therefore we had to apply a convenience sampling method in terms of a  snowball 

sampling (Bryman, 2011). Through our gatekeeper we got in contact with additional social 

workers from nearby organisations whom rendered social work with children in Heidedal. 

 

4.3 Interview guide 

 

A semi-structured interview guide was conducted, to allow the participants to speak freely about 

the research subject. A semi-structured interview is a term that covers many different interviews, 

and has a set of questions that can be described as a question schedule with a specific theme that 

you want to cover, but where the questions sequences varies. This schedule is often called an 

interview guide (Bryman, 2011).  

 

One of the benefits with semi-structured interviews is that you have the possibility to change the 

order of the questions depending on the direction on the interview. The person that you 

interview furthermore have the chance to formulate answers in their own way. The questions in a 

semi-structured interview also tend to be more general than the questions in a structured 

interview. It is also common with supplementary questions in a semi-structured interview, you 

have the possibility to ask further questions, which also tends to lead to more open conversations 

(Bryman, 2011). Since we are interested in the social worker’s perspectives, experiences and 

feelings we did use as many open-ended questions as possible (see Appendix A and B). 
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4.4 Presentation of the organisations 

 

Interviews were performed at four different organisations that carried out social work with 

families and children in the Heidedal area. All the organisations are cooperating with our main 

organisation Child Welfare and Childline Free State and works towards the same goal, to help 

children with uncontrollable behaviour. We conducted nine semi-structured interviews with 

social workers in the Heidedal area that works with children with uncontrollable behaviour. 

The following section is a list of numbers of performed interviews and observations and where 

we conducted them in terms of at which organisation.  

 

Table Number 1: Organisations; number of interviews & observations 

 

Organisation 

name 

No  

of interviews 

Observations 

(hours/days) 

Child Welfare 

Bloemfontein & 

Childline Free 

State  

 6  20/10 

Diakonale 

Dienste 

Kindersentrum 

1 0/0 

FAMSA  

Families 

in South Africa 

1 0/0 

Department of 

Social 

Development 

Bloem Secure 

Care Center 

1 0/0 
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Child Welfare Bloemfontein & Childline Free State 

Our study was performed essentially at the organisation Child Welfare Bloemfontein & Childline 

Free State and there we conducted interviews as well as observations. The organisation is a non-

governmental, non-profit organisation concerned with the betterment of society and in particular 

working with children. 

 

Diakonale Dienste Kindersentrum 

Diakonale Dienste Kindersentrum is an organisation in the Heidedal area that are rendering 

social work including child removal and an after school programme for the children.  

 

FAMSA - Families in South Africa 

FAMSA is a non-profitable organisation with 28 societies nationwide and one of the offices is in 

Bloemfontein.  FAMSA offers a range of services and is staffed with qualified social workers and 

are rendering family counselling. Their focus is a healthy functional family life which is a national 

priority. They are committed to promoting family well being. They empower people to build, 

reconstruct and maintain sound relationships, in the family, in marriage and in the communities. 

 

Department of Social Development Bloem Secure Care Center 

The Bloem Secure Care Centre, as part of the Department of Social Development and an 

governmental organisation, started due to the need to provide an integrated approach aimed at 

the prevention, treatment and diversion of juveniles who are involved and/or are more likely to 

become involved in crime. The goal is to ensure that these children aged between 14 and 17 years 

are contained in these facilities while awaiting trial or sentencing. 

 

4.5 Data collection 

4.5.1 Interviews 

 

Through qualitative interviews we were able to get the interviewees perspective and views on 

their work at their organisation with uncontrollable behaviour and substance abuse in Heidedal 

Community, concerning children. Qualitative interviews is a way to understand the world from 
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the research subjects perspective and point of view, develop meaning from their experiences and 

reveal their lived world as it was before the scientific explanations (Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). 

Hence, that is why we chose to do qualitative interviews to answer our research question. 

 

We conducted the interviews together, but one of us were responsible and in charge for asking 

the prepared questions and lead the interview. The other two were able to fill in with 

supplementary questions if needed and take notes, to get out as much of the interview as 

possible. And through this technique we thereby rotated these arrangements so that all three of 

us could get equal participation and responsibility for the interviews. We considered this as a 

proper way to conduct the interviews so that all of us could be able to discuss and interpret the 

answers as equally as possible and find the conclusion together and in the same way. All of our 

conducted interviews were approximately 30 minutes long and all of them was recorded with our 

phones and one of us did make notes during the whole interview. We did collect data for 

interpretation too see if we needed further information and based on the interviews, observations 

and the collected data we did process and specify our problem issue for this study.  

 

4.5.2 Observations 

 

We used participating observations as a method for collecting our data. Our focus for the 

observations was to get a broader perspective of the social worker’s pre-conditions in forms of 

an understanding for their working environment. This was why observations was important for 

us to conduct. Due to our limited time, we chose to conduct a microethnographic study which is, 

according to Bryman (2011), a proper way of doing an ethnography if you are writing an 

candidate thesis and have limited time, because it is not believable that you manage to do a full-

scale ethnographic study. A microethnographic study is a study which is performed at an 

organisation during a short period of time, often from a couple of weeks up to a few months and 

often implicates observations (Bryman, 2011). An ethnographic study often means to spend a 

long time on the field, which was not possible for us.  In our observations we focused on how 

the social workers in Heidedal were working towards the uncontrollable behaviour of children in 

the community.  
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One of the main focuses for a qualitative researcher is to perceive a situation in the same way as 

the research persons. That is one of the reasons why we did spend as much time as we could at 

the organisation, in the social worker’s true work environment (Bryman, 2011). All three of us 

did participating observations where we observed and took field notes which included all our 

experiences, thoughts, questions, feelings and reactions. When it came to our field notes we 

made sure to be writing down our impressions as soon as possible so that we would not forget 

them. At the end of the day we wrote down more complete notes with more details. 

 

Participating observations is a method to engage in the social worker’s operative environment 

and we conducted regularly observations of how the social workers behaved and worked in this 

environment (Bryman, 2011). We listened to and participated in different conversations, 

collected written references related to this group and developed an understanding of the social 

worker’s culture and of human behaviour in the context of this culture. 

 

Our observations consisted of the social worker’s daily work at the organisation, trips around the 

area where we drove and checked up on clients and could see how the social workers interacted 

with the clients at distance, participated in the after school programme and also played with 

children at their kindergarten. By the last two of the mentioned observations we observed the 

social worker’s daily work with some of the children in the area. 

 

One of the observations included a “drive-by” around the community. This drive-by consisted of 

a social worker whom was very known and experienced with the area as well as its locals, guiding 

us and driving us around in the car, since it was considered by the social workers, to be too 

dangerous for us to walk by foot and thereby expose ourselves as “outsiders” (e.g. meaning not 

from the community). Considering the high drug rates on the streets we, together with our guide, 

emphasized the importance of seeing as much as possible, but also take our and the locals safety 

into consideration while doing it. The guide would serve as a way for us to get an overview of the 

community and its streets and locals, with seeing different parts of the area whom were divided 

into different social stratums. Some of the streets we were told to be considered “better” with an 

higher socio-economic standard, better housings with electricity, toilets and/or running water, 

with the contrast to another part of the area were the housings barely had a covering ceiling, a 

doorway or running water and were tin sheds functioned as apartment blocks for several families 
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in one single household. This observation was significant and useful for us to get a broader 

perspective of the social worker’s working environment. 

 

4.6 Analysis 

 

All interviews in this study were audio recorded and thereafter transcribed. To transcribe means 

to do a translation from oral language to  written language (Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). One of 

the authors of this study was initially performed the transcription and then one of the other 

authors cross-checked the transcription to ensure accuracy.  

 

There are many reasons why recording and transcribing interviews is a good approach for 

processing the material. One of them is that the approach contributes to improve our memory 

and the intuitive and unaware interpretations of what people are saying during an interview can 

be controlled (Bryman, 2011) and that is why we chose to transcribe our material. 

 

For analyzing our transcriptions we used influences from a qualitative content analysis as a 

method. A qualitative content analysis is commonly used for analyzing qualitative data (Elo, 

Kääriäinen, Kanste, Pölkki, Utriainen & Kyngäs, 2014), and this approach refers to an applicant 

after underlying themes, which we did in this study. We chose influences from this method for 

analyzing our material since the main consideration when using a qualitative content analysis is to 

receive structure, to ensure that the result is equivalent and answers the aim and research 

question (Elo et. al, 2014), which was what we wanted to achieve.  

 

A content analysis can be done with different abstraction levels. Either you can look at the 

manifest content, which is what is directly expressed in the text. Another option is to analyze 

latent content, which means that the researcher makes an interpretation of the meaning of the 

text. Graneheim and Lundman (2004) argues that there is always some form of interpretation of 

a text, but it may be more or less deep. Our first step in our analysis was that we chose to look at 

the manifest content, since we searched for underlying themes before we analyzed the text 

material, and an interpretation of the latent content of a text requires that the researcher does not 

determine in advance what topics are found in the text (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). 

Thereafter we decided the unit of analysis which was our transcribed interviews and fieldnotes 
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from our observations. Graneheim and Lundman (2004) suggests that the most suitable units of 

analysis is whole interviews or observational protocols that are large enough to be considered a 

whole and small enough to be possible to keep in mind as a context for the meaning unit, during 

the analysis process.  

 

Thereafter followed a process of classic steps for a content analysis, including selecting the 

sample to be analyzed. This included our interviews and fieldnotes, defining the categories to be 

applied, outlining the coding process and the coder training, implementing the coding process 

and determining trustworthiness. And lastly analyzing the results of the coding process and 

finally by this found our themes. Our process for coding was a way to organize large quantities of 

text into much fewer content categories. Categories are patterns or themes that are directly 

expressed in the text or are derived from them through analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

Thereafter we identified relationships between these categories, which eventually became our 

themes. 

    

According to Bryman (2011) this process can be made by a review of prints and field notes and a 

categorization of themes on the parts that seem to be of theoretical importance or practical 

meaning for the people being studied. From our transcribed interviews and fieldnotes from the 

observations we searched for common denominators by all the three of us reading these 

documents and marked the keywords we found important and repeated. From this documents 

we thereafter identified themes. 

 

The search for themes by the concept of the quantitative content analysis took place by all three 

authors reading all the transcriptions and field notes from the observations and making notes 

about the key elements that were found. We found certain aspects that tended to be repeated by 

all the interviewees. This indicated the different affecting patterns as core categories. The 

findings from the interviews and fieldnotes from the observations were compared to each other 

in order to identify similarities and differences. These notes were thereafter crosschecked by one 

of the other authors to ensure accuracy and that we had interpreted the findings of the themes in 

the same way. From this themes, when two authors had agreed on those, we thereafter created 

and named themes which gave structure for the following step of performing the result.  
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4.7 Quality 

 

A consideration regarding the quality of the study was taken throughout the study. Bryman 

(2011) uplifted four criterias that are relevant to have into consideration while conducting 

qualitative research. These criterias are credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability.  To create a credibility in the results includes to ensure that the research have 

been carried out in accordance to the current rules. We asked the “gatekeeper” about this matter 

before we started our study to ensure credibility. Credibility is also about the fact that the reality 

that the researcher presents as a result should be compatible with what the persons that have 

been studied illustrated (Bryman, 2011).  In line with the ethnographic approach conducted 

in the cultural context of South Africa the understanding of the cultural and social context was 

foremost important. A way to confirm that we had understood the social worker’s reality right 

was that we after the data-collection reported our notes from the interviews and let them 

confirm that we had understood their reality properly, which secured the credibility.  

 

The transferability was also taken into consideration during our study. Transferability is about 

how likely it is for the result to be transferred into another context.  To achieve transferability we 

made so-called “thick-descriptions” which is detailed and full descriptions of the details that was 

a part of the culture we studied (Bryman, 2011). This by the fact that we wrote down everything 

we saw during our observations, all impressions, thoughts and feelings. This study focused to 

gain an understanding of this specific context and the findings is described in detail. However, 

what is important to have in mind considering the choice of method and the cultural context the 

study was conducted in, it may be difficult to transfer the result of this study to other contexts 

and therefore that was not our aim. This because one must have the cultural differences in 

consideration and how this may affect how social work is practiced in this context (Bryman, 

2011). 

 

Dependability regards the ensurance of a complete and accessible description of all phases of the 

research process to ensure transparency of how the research was conducted with clear arguments 

for choice of method, data analysis approach and sampling (Bryman, 2011).  In order to achieve 

this criteria choice of method and a brief presentation of approaching the sampling has been 

presented in a table to facilitate transparency (see table 1) and the research process is furthermore 

in detail explained in this section.  
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Lastly Bryman (2011) talks about confirmability, which deals with the objectivity of the 

researcher in the study and its conclusions. This criterion was achieved by taking an objective 

stand and not letting personal values or theoretical orientation affect the performance and the 

conclusions of the study. We also had in consideration about the risk about “going native”, 

which means to over identify yourself and become a part of the people being studied. By 

distancing ourselves from the insider role we managed to approach an objective way of analyzing 

the data. And taking an objective stand in the study from both the insider and outsider role and 

during the data analysis interpreting the material without involving personal values confirmability 

managed to be achieved.  

 

4.8 Ethical aspects 

 
There are several ethical aspects to be concerned about when a field study is conducted in a 

foreign country. One of these aspects is how the people being studied will react on the 

researcher's presence. Relationships between the researcher and the researched are always 

entangled with systems of social power based on gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity and other 

factors. Furthermore, age, religion and nationality can also impact how people in the field 

response to researchers. These identities sometimes hinder research but they also sometimes help 

to advance the research process. Young people often face incredible power differentials while 

doing research, especially young women (Ortbals & Rincker, 2009) - just like the three of us, so 

this was something we had in mind while conducting our study. Although, some have argued 

that young people can be successful in field research when framing themselves as young, eager 

learners who want mentors to convey knowledge and experience (Ortbals & Rincker, 2009). We 

did not feel like we had any disadvantages of being young women while doing our study, but if 

this was due to the fact that we only met and interviewed women, and that social work is  

dominated by women or due to something else, we can only speculate in. 

   

In our study, we have been sure to as far as possible anticipate and avoid such consequences for 

participants that may be harmful and we also carefully considered the risk that the experience to 

participate may be unpleasant, all in order to try to minimize negative consequences both for the 

research participants and our approach to their environment. During our study we did also take 
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into consideration that the ethical codes, principles and practises  may vary in different countries 

and organisations, and by acting after this knowledge being responsive in the meeting of the 

people involved. We as outsiders, and in our role as researchers,  have been clear about our 

purpose of the survey and what our roles are in the meetings with other people. We have also 

had an ongoing discussion about ethical aspects through our work with our thesis and as we 

mentioned earlier, our interview guide and interview questions are implemented with 

consideration to the ethical guidelines from Vetenskapsrådets report God forskningssed (2011).  

 

One aspect we had in mind during our study was that it could be problematic or unpleasant that 

the three of us were interviewing one person alone. To reduce discomfort and inconvenience for 

the person we were studying in this matter we made sure to get an approval that this was okay 

for them. We were also very clear about the roles the three of us would have during the 

interviews and observations and the purpose of us being the three of us during our studying.  

 

Furthermore we have been implementing other ethical principles and fundamental ethical 

questions regarding voluntarism, confidentiality, integrity and anonymity. There are some 

requirements when it comes to these principles. One of them is the information requirement, 

which says that the researcher has to inform all the concerned about the purpose of the study 

(Bryman, 2011). Before we started the interviews the research participants got information, both 

by verbal and written form, about the aim of our study and that their participation is voluntary 

(see Appendix B). We did furthermore inform the participants that it is optional to answer 

certain questions, and that they could also choose to cancel the interview if they wanted. We did 

further on encode their names and work according to the ethical guidelines from 

Vetenskapsrådets report God forskningssed (2011). This assured complete confidentiality for the 

participants in our study, which also is one of the requirements for the ethical principles. Our 

information letter also included the consent requirement, which means they gave us their 

approval to participate in our study. We also ensured the participants that the information from 

the interviews and observations will only be used in our research purpose. 

 

One of the most important thing for us before we started our study at the organisation was to 

make sure to be humble and think of all the aspects to have in mind while doing a study in 

another country. We were very eager about the fact that we did not want to be intrusive and also 

had in mind that we were there to learn from them. One of the things we really had in mind 
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when visiting the organisation for the first time was to make sure that we did not want to 

interview the children due to ethical aspects. This was something that the employees at the 

organisation found strange and they did not understand what our study then was going to be 

about if we were not supposed to interview the children. This was a little bit of cultural clash, we 

came with guidelines that they were not familiar with and we soon got to understand that the 

western way of thinking about social work, is very different to theirs. This was a bit of a 

challenge for us, but we think it is a good and important opportunity to be able to see other 

countries perspective on social work and such guidelines. 

 

Our chosen problem area, Heidedal, is an area with people with cultural background very 

different to ours. When we first arrived to the community, in the organisation’s working car, 

people were noticing us immediately and were staring - some of them were waving and smiled 

while some of them had a more hesitating gaze. One aspect to have in mind when visiting an 

area as “outsiders”, where it was very clear that we did not belong, was to contemplate about the 

fact that we may affect the people there. Some researchers have been concerned with how 

researchers “outsider” identities construct their inquires into and findings about a society and it’s 

“insiders”. Some even mean that researchers from the west cannot accurately represent women 

in developing contexts (Ortbals & Rincker, 2009). That is an important aspect to have in mind 

while doing observations (Bryman, 2011). Questions we have been thinking about during our 

observations is, did we got to see the reality and the every-day life in the community or did the 

people there get affected by our absence and started to behave and act differently due to that? 

People’s behaviour are affected by contextual factors and that makes it important to study such 

behaviours in differents contexts (Bryman, 2011), which is something we had in mind during our 

study.  
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5. Results 

 
The findings for this study are divided into four main headings with further related 

subheadings.Through our interviews and observations we found several themes regarding the 

social workers work with uncontrollable behaviour, which will be presented in the following 

sections.  

 

Table 2: Thematic structure of the findings  

 

Uncontrollable 

behaviour  

Influencing 

factors on 

uncontrollable 

behaviour 

Main 

methods  

Main 

approaches 

Work 

environment 

The social 

worker's 

perspective 

Poverty and 

unemployment 

Community 

work and 

prevention 

programs  

Self-help attitude Lack of 

resources 

Uncontrollable or 

challenging?  

Street life and the 

challenges of 

peer pressure  

Group work  Making the child 

a partner  

Risks and 

precautions  

 Lack of parental 

skills  

Case work   

 Substance abuse     

 

5.1 Uncontrollable behaviour 

 
The social workers had different ways of how they perceived the uncontrollable behaviour, and 

some of them preferred to use the term “challenging” instead of  “uncontrollable”. Furthermore, 
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uncontrollable behaviour had a broad spectrum and contained everything from disobedience and 

disrespect towards parents and teachers, absenteeism and dropouts from school to substance 

abuse, violence and crime.  

 

5.1.1 The social worker’s perspective on uncontrollable behaviour 

 

The social workers mentioned some common denominators when it came to uncontrollable 

behaviour, including the parents lack of ability to control and handle their child, disrespect from 

the child towards authorities in school and at home. The disrespect could be about if they for 

instance arrived late to school and disrupting the class, arrived late at home or slept outside for 

days without inform the parents. Uncontrollable behaviour, especially when you look at 

Heidedal, had a wide spectrum, but to summarise the uncontrollable behaviour was about 

behaviour regarding children that went outside the social norm and that adults were not able to 

control. The social workers indicated that approximately nine new reports per month were 

presented of uncontrollable children where the parents mentioned that they do not have any 

control over their children anymore.  

 

One example of a case with uncontrollable behaviour was when two children, nine and eleven 

years old, stabbed each others in the necks. 

 

Worst case scenario, I think was the case that I had when two kids stabbed each other. 

I think it was with sort of a wire that was pushed through the ear. Where we admitted 

a child being stabbed by another child, and the wire went through and damaging the ear 

and the side (Interviewed social worker 5). 

 

 

5.1.2 Uncontrollable or challenging? 

 
A few of the social workers prefered to use the term challenging behaviour instead of  

“uncontrollable” behaviour. “Uncontrollable for me is a broad word, though I would rather use the term of 

challenging behaviour” (Interviewed social worker 1).  Sometimes they meant the same thing with 

the terms and sometimes when they talked about challenging behaviour it was the stage before 
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the children got uncontrollable, a sort of starting process when the children were at risk towards 

becoming uncontrollable. Some of the social workers talked about the meaning and 

consequences for the children to be named and labeled as uncontrollable.  (...)”it’s the perception of 

someone, to say, you can’t just label a child by uncontrollable until you have made time sit down with them and 

find out the real reasons why, why are people saying you are uncontrollable?” (Interviewed social worker 1). 

They indicated that it in some cases the term uncontrollable affected the feeling of being “a lost 

case” for these children, which further could give the children negative feelings about 

themselves. Some of the social workers explained it as the term uncontrollable suggested a need 

for control and for an authority to get involved. Challenging is less punitive, it offers more space 

for work based on ideas of capacity building which also allows more empowerment, according to 

the social workers.  

 

5.2 Influencing factors on uncontrollable behaviour 

 
Social workers in Heidedal indicated that uncontrollable behaviour of children were on the 

increase due to different reasons.  Some aspects of it were the issue of rapidly increasing 

numbers of drug dealers and drug abuse, with drug trades of  heavy drugs like “tik” (crystal 

meth), and nyaope circulating in the area. Burglaries and violent robberies had furthermore 

skyrocketed of late, as young addicts were resorting to crimes in order to feed their habits of 

heavily drug abuse. Poverty were also a major driving force behind these decisions as well. 

Another main aspect contributing to the uncontrollable behaviour according to social workers 

were the breakdown of family structures and large scale unemployments in the area. Peer 

pressure and the lack of parental skills were also issues that the social workers indicated as 

crucial. 

 

 

5.2.1 Poverty and unemployment 

 
We spent a lot of time in the area where the people lived in sheds, it was dirty and garbages on 

the streets, overcrowded houses, no running water and no toilets. We also saw a lot of stray 

animals on the streets. Regarding the children, they were dirty, had no shoes and torn clothes. 
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The social workers told us that this was typical for a poor area in South Africa. Furthermore we 

saw a lot of grown people in working age e.g. 18 years and older, roaming the streets during 

daytime and working hours. These factors derived to poverty, which the social worker 

emphasized: 

 

Poverty, poverty plays a big role here. And then that goes with the unemployment a lot of 

people are not working, and then people are so dependent on social grants so yeah, lots of 

our clients are in the situation of foster care or child support grants. And also, I think one 

of the big issues or challenges here is also the alcohol and the drug abuse. So I think those 

two for me is the two that really stands out in the community (Interviewed social 

worker 3). 

 

Structural and economics factors played a big role with the issue with uncontrollable behaviour 

in Heidedal according to the social workers and this made it hard for the children to come out of 

these circumstances with poverty, unemployment and substance abuse. The social workers could 

see that these circumstances affected the children’s behaviour in different ways, which they gave 

us some examples of: 

 

 (...) because unemployment people doesn’t work, they don’t have an income so they 

basically sit around in the corner of the streets and watching other people, and robbing 

other people so that’s… I’m actually really sad that it’s going worse. It’s getting worse 

(Interviewed social worker 4).  

 

Many of the social workers indicated that poverty and unemployment is the starting signal to 

children acting uncontrollable in Heidedal. Since they grow up in poor circumstances and are 

having a hard time to get a job, they start to act uncontrollable by roaming around on the streets 

and doing drugs and crimes since they do not have a job to go to and nothing else to do, 

according to the social workers. 
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5.2.2 Street life and the challenges of peer pressure 

 

 
 

Image 4: Observation in Heidedal, 3rd of April 2017 

 

The picture above (image 4) showed a common sight of the streets of Heidedal for the social 

workers - children playing and roaming around the streets of the community on a regular 

weekday instead of being in school and under adult supervision, often resorting to criminal 

activities in groups.  

 

The social workers indicated that one of the larger issues regarding the children with 

uncontrollable behaviour was school attendance and getting the children of the streets, since 

streetlife where a gateway for drugs and getting involved in crime. On holidays it was 

furthermore an issue that there is even more children on the streets, and then they are more 

likely to get into trouble. 

 

The interviews and observations also suggested that a common theme in the aspects of 

uncontrollable behaviour was in the role of peer pressure, which the social workers indicated as 

an immense challenge to breaking destructive patterns among these children located in the area. 

One of the social workers described situations in one of the interviews where a child had been 
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using drugs since age of 16, and with the surroundings it was very difficult to quit smoking as 

long as the substance was still around the child’s social circle.  

 

With the environment in Heidedal you know that peer pressure is the most common 

thing, even though he feels like he do not wanna smoke anymore it is hard to try to quit 

when you still have those friends around who is still smoking and wants you to join 

them. He has been smoking these drugs since he was 16 years old,  and he is now 21 

years old, so it is very hard for the children with uncontrollable behaviour to quit because 

of the peer pressure in the community  (Interviewed social worker 2). 

 

5.2.3 Lack of parental skills 

 
The social workers mainly signified a connection between parental skills and the uncontrollable 

behaviour, and that it was very important not only to work actively with the children, but with 

the families as well in order to reach a lasting change. Social workers emphasized the need of 

empowering parents in terms of helping them to get the abilities to raise their children and 

knowledge on how to handle their children's behaviour. The challenge that social workers faced 

especially with the children with the challenging behaviour was the fact that most of the parents 

lacked parental skills and came from dysfunctional families.  

 

Most of the parents would rather hit the child than having a decent conversation with 

their child and seeing the child’s needs as well (...) because their parents just have other 

priorities. For them it can be more important to take a coffee with their friend and then 

the child can play at the friend’s house in the meantime, than to fulfill the child’s needs 

and take the child first and foremost and let them develop or achieve something 

(Interviewed social worker 3). 

 

A lot of times it was really parental guidance that the social workers needed to give, because 

many of the parents did not have the knowledge on how to handle their children. The social 

workers were also implementing parental groups where they empowered the parents to make 

informed decisions in their homes and also on how to discipline their children, this by education 

about the children’s needs and giving them practical examples on how to implement them in 



 
 
 

 
 

 
- 41 - 

their homes. A main focus was on getting the parents into a position where they could develop 

and experience their own abilities. Through initiatives from the organisation Child Welfare 

Bloemfontein & Childline Free State there were programmes on group levels as well as individual 

levels to teach the parents proper manner of discipline and basic communication skills. This was 

enabled furthermore through rendering of community work, where social workers within the 

area of Heidedal contributed to both implementations of necessary changes in the environment 

of Heidedal and to the people living in the community.  

 

One immense challenge that the social workers expressed when working with the children with 

uncontrollable behaviour was the parents acceptance of children’s substance- and alcohol use, 

this was something that one parent had said to one of the social workers:“(...) this child don’t have a 

problem, we all smoke “dacha” and it makes us calm and it makes him calm, why should we have a problem?” 

(Interviewed social worker 1). This quotation was explained as an common attitude amongst 

many of the parents in meetings with the social workers. The reason of this can be understood in 

relation to the perception of  parents who used drugs for themselves and many of the social 

workers reflected that a view of drug acceptance amongst these parents were common as a way 

of keeping their children calm (e.g. by drug sedation). This further normalized the children’s 

image of using substances and alcohol as a part of family-living and the issue was described as a 

big challenge for the social workers in the area in order to have an impact on the children’s lives. 

The first step for the social workers was thereby to inform the children about the risks of 

substance- and alcohol use, and give them knowledge about the consequences and the dangerous 

impacts it could have on their health. The social workers also described it as a need to include the 

parents in the process so they could be a part of supporting their children. 

 

5.2.4 Substance abuse 

 
Social workers often talked about the challenges with the use and distribution of different 

substances in the area of Heidedal, and its connection with uncontrollable behaviour amongst 

children. Indications showed that uncontrollable behaviour and substance abuse regarding 

children was a very common and growing issue of matter for the social workers’ which rendered 

child protection services in the area. Alcohol and especially drug abuse had always been an 

immense challenge in the community. A predominant part of the social workers stated that most 
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of these children today smoked substances like Taja, Cat and Tuk, which was explained as the 

main drugs circulating in the community. In conjunction with that, at the time when the social 

workers moved their site-office to inside of the community, the problem with substance abuse 

increased even more drastically. In the social workers caseloads about 80 percent of the cases had 

an element of alcohol or drug abuse related to it as of the latest reportings.  

 

The use of substances among these children operated in several purposes according to the social 

workers experiences. Among other things there was common reports on the drugs working as a 

gateway for the children by socializing with peers, finding a group attendance within and using 

the drugs in order to “ease-out” from reality (e.g. in sedative purpose). The use and involvement 

of substances further on extended not only to a limited time of their days but also to the time at 

school. With these drugs, which also contributed to aggressive outbursts for the ones using it, the 

children displayed behavioural problems amongst learners and teachers in school as well as at 

home.  

 

Because remember, the circumstances are so bad at home, there’s unemployment, the 

parents make use of substances, drugs, alcohol. Then you need to remove the kids, and 

you place them in a place of safety. And sometimes they go back to the same 

circumstances, the circumstances did not change at all. We’ve got a lot of, our problems in 

this specific area is a lot of drugs, we’ve got almost every second street, have a drug house, 

and not only one. It might be more than one drug house in the area. The other problem is 

now you remove the kids and place the kids in an institution but the drug dealers are still 

sitting in the area, they are still operating. So it’s impossible for just the social workers to 

work with the issue, then you need to take help of other stakeholders, and other 

departments to assist you with that. So that is a huge problem, we are struggling with 

some cases. And these drug houses recruit your young kids, and they get caught on the 

substance abuse (Interviewed social worker 4).  

 

It was also explained as most substances required money, it was common for the children to 

resort to crimes in order to sustain their costly habits. It often started as stealing smaller things 

from their homes, which was often not enough, so instead they started stealing around the 

community. This would often lead to arrests, as the crimes would be detected by the 
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neighborhood. Due to this the social worker’s explained it as the substance abuse itself was 

contributing to a lot of aspects of the uncontrollable behaviour. It also occurred that people 

from richer areas and communities went into the streets of Heidedal to buy drugs, which 

contributed to making drug dealing a profitable business, and authorities like the police force did 

little to address the issues on the streets.  

 

5.3 Main methods  

 

There are common denominators in methods of working with uncontrollable behaviour between 

the different organisations who are rendering social services in the Heidedal area. The three main 

methods were community work, group work and case work. Often these methods coincides and 

work as a part of each other. The social worker’s main work revolved around statutory work, and 

the main task were the protection of children. 

 

5.3.1 Community work and prevention programs 

 

When working towards substance use among children and teenagers the social workers are often 

using community work as a method, this by going out in the community and doing awareness 

campaigns and informing the community about the risks and the harm with substance use from a 

young age.  

 

We have programmes for children, like a group set that they go into, specifically mainly 

for making informed choices, you know uhm, when to say no to drugs or substance 

abuses and stuff like that, and also the dangers of substance abuse. (...) We are doing a 

lot of community work, and we also have holiday programs, when the schools are closed, 

that is also keeping the children from the street and keeping them away from doing 

anything they are not supposed to. We also want to expose these children to different 

areas and circumstances and we try to take them out of Heidedal, because these children 

just sit here in Heidedal and needs to get out of here sometimes (Interviewed social 

worker 3). 
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In order to obviate the issue with children not going to school the social workers in Heidedal are 

rendering community work where they are going out in the community and are talking with the 

children about the risks with substance abuse. This work can be in forms of different prevention 

programs or campaigns which also could include rendering group work when social workers are 

working amongst children with uncontrollable behaviour. This in terms of support groups for 

people with substance abuse, and group work at schools, group sessions, family counselling, 

parenting planning and holiday programs where children can come when the school is closed, in 

order to keep them off the streets and prevent the children from doing things related to the 

uncontrollable behaviour. The organisation Child Welfare Bloemfontein & Childline Free State 

are also rendering an After School- program for children, where the children can go to do their 

homework and play after school.  

 

The after school program is for all the children in Heidedal, but especially those who 

have parents who work and come home late at night, because if their parents are not at 

home when they come home from school they may hang around on the streets and get in 

trouble, meet the wrong people or get affected by peer pressure by other children who are 

behaving uncontrollable. And once they are in these circumstances, it can be hard for 

them to get out (Interviewed social worker 3). 

 

The social workers in the area also have a street committee whom sometimes march through the 

community with the police to create awareness and to assert the situation in the community. 

With their work against drug and substance use and abuse the social workers also tried to identify 

“drug houses”, which were the places where the children went to buy drugs. This work within 

the community is to create awareness about consequences and prevent drug abuse. 

 

(...) we have a march in the road or in the few roads that we feel that is now really needs 

attention that we have the street committee organized with us as well as the police so that 

we could do the march (Interviewed social worker 1). 
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5.3.2 Group work 

 
(...) we have like peers that do the you know peer counselling. I would call it, but is 

more like you know what if I’m in this situation and you tell me what you should have 

done in the same situation and then they learn from each other (Interviewed social 

worker 5). 

 

The kind of group work that were performed in the area of Heidedal was by doing peer 

counselling, where the children were sharing experiences and gave each other advices. This is a 

way for the children to be affected and learn from each other. 

 

So we try to do the group work, within the actual group work were they also tell us because 

we are not always right, and we always also learn from the children and what do they do 

and their coping mechanisms, what do they do in certain situations at home, how did they 

calm themselves down?  (Interviewed social worker 1). 

 

Not only the children were learning by sharing experience with each other, the social 

workers learned from the children as well, when they told the social workers what was 

working in different situations. 

 

 

5.3.3 Case work 

 
Case work was  an usual method if a child had been exposed for crimes like sexual abuse or rape. 

The case work could also be in terms of an evaluation. At school the social worker’s were 

rendering case work in terms of individual sessions with children because sometimes it was not 

easy for a child to open up and speak freely in a group about their problems.  

 

Life Skills-programmes were found as part of their way of working with uncontrollable 

behaviour. This specific strategy is a part of their case work. One of these programmes is called 

Rhythm of Life, which focuses on life skill-learning through different themes and sessions. 
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We got a basic life skills program which is called Rhythm of Life, it basically just focuses 

on life skills. The themes are self-esteem, decision making, accountability, values, time 

management, how to handle conflict, and over all how to handle negative emotions (...)  I 

think with the life skills, our programmes is designed in such a manner, you facilitate the 

programme, and then the child has a choice, you know to go and implement what he have 

learned (Interviewed social worker 1). 

 

There were also outreach casework, which means instead of clients coming to the social work 

office the social workers were reaching out for the clients by visit them in their homes to talk 

about urgent matters. 

 

Another example of case work which turned out really well according to the social workers is 

regarding a boy that was arrested for theft and was labeled uncontrollable by the parents. After 

the child got arrested the social worker started a diversion program with the child and the child 

got a placement at “The school of Industry”. The boy was 17 years old then and was soon 

turning 18, and when you are 18 you can decide for yourself what you want to do. That means 

the child could choose to go back to the street, be around the same people as before and do 

drugs and crime, or to try to change and start at the school. The social worker told the child to 

go home and make a decision and after a short while, the child came back and told the social 

worker that it was time to make a change and start at the school and after that it went really well 

for the child. 

 

 I did not do much, yes I have done the programme with this child, but I have giving it 

back to him, I have given him the tools with the programme I’ve rendered to him, but I 

have thrown the ball back into his hands and told him that he needs to go and decide 

now what do you want for your future, and once your mind is made up, I’m here, ready 

to assist where I can (Interviewed social worker 4). 
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5.4 Main approaches 

 
By asking about empowerment in our interviews we found several common denominators when 

it came to empowerment in the social worker’s daily work. Empowerment was an important 

approach in their daily work with the children with uncontrollable behaviour in Heidedal. It was 

a big part of their work and they implemented it in various ways. More specifically, one example 

was one of the cooperating organisations, which have a victim empowerment program and also a 

perpetrator program, and the main focus there was to empower the clients in diverse ways by 

working with skills, knowledge and insight and for the clients to take control over their life. The 

self-help attitude and the idea of making the child a partner permeated their work and they had 

an individual-focused way of perceiving the children’s way of changing and taking control of 

their life. Therefore we divided this section about empowerment in to these two sub themes. 

This since the social workers were mainly focused on individual factors for the uncontrollable 

behaviour. 

 

5.4.1 Self-help attitude 

 

“Teach them to catch the fish by themselves, develop them how to do it themselves”  (Interviewed social worker 

7), was a quotation that one of the social workers used to explain what empowerment was about 

for her.  One of the most important things to be able to work with and reach positive goals 

within empowerment is for the person to feel trust against the social worker to further be able to 

create a good relationship. The social workers in Heidedal were constantly bringing in 

empowerment into their daily work as they saw the humans as their biggest resources. This 

process to make the client feel trust already started at the first meeting when the first social 

worker which was the intake officer met them at the office. The intake officer needed to make 

the client feel safe and started working on building a trustful relationship. The social workers 

talked about the importance to take time to listen and let the clients speak freely about their 

problems. 

 

It is important to tell them it is okay, you can talk to me, it is important to take the 

time to hear their stories, you need to use different techniques to get them to talk 

sometimes, sometimes you can use games (Interviewed social worker 7). 
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The social workers also indicated the importance of  always being clear and give information 

about what will happen next, to give them knowledge about their situation and what they could 

do to make a change. This contributed to a feeling of power, to be able to impact and make 

choices regarding their lives according to the social workers.  

 

Many of the interviewed social workers were of the opinion that a self help attitude is really 

important, this through helping the clients to help themselves to find their own personal 

resources, this by giving them the right tools. One of the social workers specifically expressed 

“empowerment means to uplift the children in order to reach their potentials” (Interviewed social worker 1). 

Another significant aspect was that the clients had to actually want to be helped, because most of 

the services and programs are voluntary. That means that the children need to decide whether 

they want to get help and make a change or not. This quotation shows one of the social worker’s 

thoughts about the self-help attitude. 

 

Self-help attitude is really important, it’s not only about giving, it’s also about helping the 

clients to help themselves. So they should be wanting to be empowered as well, so once 

they’re willing, they should actually want to be here or want to have somebody do 

counselling with you, be part of your process. And by doing that with them, it doesn’t 

matter if it’s counselling of any type of voluntary service, then any type of work is 

empowering (Interviewed social worker 5).  

 

5.4.2 Making the child a partner 

 
 I could empower you with knowledge, but then it’s up to you to decide what you want to 

do with that knowledge, I can’t force you to change. It is in your hands, if you feel that 

you want to change, and that you can admit that you have a problem, I will assist as 

much as I can, but the ball is in your hands at the end of the day (Interviewed social 

worker 4). 

 

This quotation shows a special way of thinking about social work and empowerment that the 

social workers indicated. In this situation the social worker made the child a “partner”, where he 
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was allowed to decide and contribute to the change of his life. The social worker could have 

forced the child to change, either with compulsion or with “threats” to place him into an 

institution or with a removal. A removal of a child means that the child is taken away from their 

parents or the living situation, due to different reasons. Technically, the social worker in Heidedal 

actually could force the child to change in this situation, but she chose not to, because she knew 

that it is not the right way to reach a long-term solution. The social workers said that they try to 

do everything to avoid compulsion, which this quotation strengthens. The social worker gave the 

child a possibility to choose. The social workers implemented empowerment in many different 

ways and their goal was to reduce powerlessness and dependence by exhort the children to take 

an active control over their life. 

 

Further, according to the social workers in Heidedal, it is better to try to empower the child than 

to just use your power as a social worker in other ways and just do a removal. If you are 

removing a child from a certain situation, maybe into an institution, it is a big risk that the child 

chooses to go back to the same circumstances as before. Further the child then can get affected 

by peer pressure once again and this is one of the biggest issues with the children with 

uncontrollable behaviour. One of the social workers indicated that it is important to give the 

children skills to avoid being affected by peer pressure.  “Instead you should empower the child to handle 

the situation, that is why empowering is so important, we need to empower them with skills, so they can be able to 

handle these situations”  (Interviewed social worker 3).  

 

5.5 Work environment 

 
Heidedal is an area that is characterized by crimes and drug abuse which can make the area 

difficult to work in according to the social workers. A common denominator  for the social 

workers daily work environment was the lack of resources and how frustrating that could be 

when it came to performing their work properly. They were also agreed about the risks of 

working in the Heidedal area. 
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5.5.1. Lack of resources 

 

Because of the structure of social work in South Africa, and because of the common lack of 

resources, community work and group work is a big part of how the way social work is 

implemented in the country. This because it is more cost-effective than social work on an 

individual level according to the social workers. A common denominator for the interviewed 

social workers was that they expressed the frustration over the lack of resources. This quotation 

strengthens this statement:  

 

The biggest issue for us social workers here, can be the lack of resources. That is 

something that can be a big problem. But the biggest resource that you have, is people 

that you can work with. And you need to improvise and be creative to fight this 

problem with the lack of resources (Interviewed social worker 5). 

 

This quotation is one more example of the problem with lack of resources: 

 

With social work the frustrating part is I think the lack of resources, sometimes we do 

not have the possibilities to help as much as we would like. For example if we are 

rendering a holiday program when they are not in school, we need to do something with 

the children and be able to give them something to eat, so it needs fundings 

(Interviewed social worker 4).  

 

The social workers want to take the children out of the area, to do something else, for example 

go to the cinema or just do an excursion out of Heidedal, but for this you need financial support, 

which is not always available and that can be frustrating for the social workers and aggravate their 

work. 
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5.5.2 Risks and precautions 

 

 
Image 2: Observation in Heidedal, the social work office, 3rd of April 2017 

 

Since a few of the social workers whom we met with had a site office (image 2) inside of the 

community in Heidedal it also illustrated a few of the risks of working and having an office 

within the actual area. This picture is moreover an example of the precautions that is constantly 

made by the social workers in the area and which was made visible during our observations, since 

Heidedal is an area which is characterized by high crime rates. The social work office had bars in 

front of all the windows, in front of the gate and the double doors which was all having locks on.  

 

Furthermore many of the social workers expressed that as part of their job with child care 

protection many times removals were very emotionally and sensitively difficult for all parties 

involved, and sometimes social workers were threatened in the process by relatives to the child in 

matter. That is also something we found as a common denominator for the social workers, and 

their struggle with working within an exposed area that are perceived as a dangerous place of 

work from times.  
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We constantly have to lock us up here and close the gates and all that is because we 

have been robbed here. Our laptops have been taken, we have been knife pointed, we 

have been pointed with knifes and things. So it is quite a dangerous area that we work 

in  (Interviewed social worker 3).   

 

Furthermore, the social workers often do home visits alone, which can be riskful. “You need to be 

careful because you are going out alone and it might be problems, especially with your drug related problems, you 

need to be careful when you enter” (Interviewed social worker 5). 

 

The staff members not only have to deal with personal threats, but theft is also a common 

occurrence for the site office. This was further stated in our conducted interviews, and one of the 

social workers, whom was also living in the area, even expressed her concern for her and her 

family's personal safety after work hours:  

 

We work in the community right here, so we are always a target. So we have constant 

threats from the community and also last year we were actually forced out of our offices 

because of we removed a drug smugglers child, we had to remove the child and then we 

were threatened, they were going to bomb the office and things so the office were closed for 

a week (Interviewed social worker 3). 

 

This picture and these quotations showed that being a social worker in South Africa can be 

dangerous, and that the social workers is putting their life at risk when choosing this type of 

work. This could furthermore be an issue for the rendering of social work in this area. 
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6. Discussion 

 
Uncontrollable behaviour with children in its definition depends on various underlying factors, 

related to both individual and moreover structural conditions.  

 

What some of the previous research showed was that South Africa have faced challenges with 

children and behavioural problems for a long time, with issues of drugs, crimes and children 

dropping out of school as especially common occurrences in the communities (see Reyneke, 

2015; Waller, Gardner & Cluver, 2014). Furthermore the previous research indicates similar 

aspects as we found through our results about uncontrollable behaviour. What could be found in 

our study as a strong implication to uncontrollable behaviour was the abuse of substances and 

school dropouts, which Morojele and Brook (2006), Brook, Morojele, Pahl and Brook (2006) and 

Chikobvu, Flisher, King, Lombard and Townsend (2010) also emphasizes.  

 

Also the environment that these children grow up in, is according to the social workers, related 

to the children starting to act uncontrollable, which may also be connected to the culture that the 

children grow up in. Thwala (2013) claims that culture may be seen as a pivotal point for 

enriching of children’s identity and that the children get affected by the behaviours that are 

normalised or accepted as appropriate within the social environment. This can further on be 

connected to the peer pressure in the community. 

 

The social workers underlined the importance of a self help attitude, an encouragement for the 

children to take control over their life, to teach the children how to help themselves and also that 

they were able to change their lives if they wanted to. They also helped them develop skills like 

organizing, leadership, problem-solving and decision-making. On the other hand, it may not be 

possible for children to change just because of their own will, because of what Samuels et al. 

(2012) amongst others mentioned as  structural barriers like poverty, lack of resources and 

inequality. The social workers in Heidedal often work with children and against uncontrollable 

behaviour with various rehabilitation programs or institution placements. On the other hand they 

will still return to the same environments and circumstances, surrounded by other children in the 

same situation and easily get affected by peer pressure and fall back into to previous habits.  
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Connected to individual empowerment as Sadan (1997) defines it, some of the social workers 

were of the opinion that it would be more empowering to use the term challenging to describe 

the children. This since you on a higher level may interpret challenging as something that is 

possible to work with towards a change. With this finding you can further discuss the meaning 

and consequences for the children to be named and get labeled as uncontrollable. This may 

affect the feeling for the child of being able to develop a sense of power over their life. Being 

labeled as uncontrollable could further give the children negative images about themselves, as the 

term uncontrollable may refer to. Furthermore, the term uncontrollable suggests a need for 

control and for an authority to get involved. As many of the social workers’ underlined, 

challenging may be less punitive and it could offer more space for work based on ideas of 

capacity building.   

 

Community empowerment includes more community work and social change in a bigger 

concept. It underlines the importance of changes in the community as a whole instead of only 

emphasizing individual factors (Anme & McCall, 2008). This would may be a more proper way 

of working in Heidedal since the goal with community empowerment is to awaken people’s 

interest and a caring for their community which in turn leads to people being motivated and 

involved to social change in a bigger perspective. What is further emphasized by Anme and 

McCall (2008), as  get united and fight for social, structural injustices together to actually achieve 

real change. In regards to this, the social workers in Heidedal may focus more on what the 

implementation of community empowerment could serve in their methods of working, and what 

the effects could be. As Sadan (1997) claims, structural circumstances in society prevents social 

change regarding poverty, unemployment and substance abuse. This means that there is constant 

limitations by structural obstacles which makes the empowerment work hard to implement. 

 

What can be discussed further is whether the social worker’s methods of implementing 

empowerment is empowering for the individual? Or is it rather about a social assignment to 

shoulder a double role as both helping and controlling as a professional? As mentioned in our 

theory section by Sadan (1997) the concept of empowerment started in the context of an 

professional discourse about social problems. Empowerment is thereby based on a professional 

view of what is necessary for individuals to assimilate in terms of skills and abilities, that are 

according to professionals the right ones, for a balance and for the opportunity to fully 
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experience the depth of  empowerment. Thereby it is a risk that the individual will search within 

the professional for answers about whether empowerment is achieved, instead of reaching the 

conclusion on its’ own. 

 

The findings showed that the social workers in South Africa used to a lesser extent the same 

compelling measures apart from Sweden regarding interventions among children with substance 

abuse. The conditions included the higher acceptance of children using drugs and substances on 

the streets in Heidedal. The social workers often made the child a “partner”, where the child was 

allowed to decide and contribute to the change of his life. In other countries, for example in 

Sweden, in this situation the social worker may would have forced the child to change in some 

way, either with compulsion or with “threats” to place him to an institution or with a removal. A 

removal of a child means that the child is taken away from their parents or the living situation, 

due to different reasons. Technically, the social workers in Heidedal have an alternative way of 

addressing such situations, where they in greater occurrence chooses not to remove children 

from their families, since they are striving for a more long-term solution.  

Concurrently the social workers in South Africa sees more individual explanatory models for the 

uncontrollable behavior in what might occurs in Sweden, which consequently could lead to a 

"tougher climate" for the children it concerns regarding  assessment of help and support 

from professionals.  

 

Lastly,  the questions remains; what are the lessons that can be drawn of the findings; what impact does it 

have for social work; and what can other contexts learn by the example of South Africa? What could be 

defined as social problems depends on the context in relation to where in the world the social 

work is performed. Uncontrollable behaviour as a concept is rather problematic related in the 

context of social work in Sweden, but in South African social work uncontrollable behaviour was 

seemingly being normalized among professionals. Further on this creates preconditions on how 

social work should be performed, and what creates problems and what interventions that could 

essentially contribute to a solution. By exemplifying how a country like South africa works with 

social problems, it further creates new discourses about how different conditions creates and 

maintains social problems and injustices in the world. Uncontrollable behaviour becomes a 

contextual concept that further on highlights how the social work is constantly changing  as 

Trygged (2010) further emphasizes;   
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“to find a role for social work in the globalization process. It is critical in the sense that 

it does not deny complexities and power relations. It is aware of a constantly changing 

world. It recognizes that conditions are different in terms of power, wealth and 

democracy: some countries have a welfare state while others do not; ethnicity matters; and 

in some settings there is a need for indigenous social work. But it is traditional in the 

belief that it is better to look for what unites people rather than how to preserve diversity 

“(Trygged, 2010, p. 655) 
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7. Conclusion  

 
To empower the children with uncontrollable behaviour on an individual level is sometimes not 

enough to reach a long term solution, in relation to environmental and socio-economical 

vulnerable areas that these children operate in. Empowerment is a start and could work as a 

strong contributor to make people more involved in shaping of their life situation, by shifting the 

focus to the individual's personal choices and decisions regarding their own lives.  

 

Empowerment is an important and useful tool to develop people, and to work and strive towards 

a change in a community. But as mentioned earlier, the changes also need to transpire on a 

structural level in terms of political decisions, financial resources and its priorities and values. We 

would furthermore have to look at the institutional capacity as a major gap in the means for 

empowering people within the communities. Therefore, we can not emphasize enough the 

importance of a combination of the two types of empowerment addressed in this thesis; personal 

empowerment and community empowerment. The conjecture is therefore that this combination 

of approaches is an alternative way to deal with the issue with uncontrollable behaviour regarding 

children. These problems are complex and something that can not be solved only by 

implementing empowerment work, but as mentioned it is a good start.  

 

Further research in this field is much needed for a more comprehended view of the lifespan for 

these children. This may serve to cover areas which was not covered in this study, for example by 

including more organisations and professions. The results in this study serve only as a glimpse of 

the chosen research subject. It takes more material in the means of a more longitudinal type of 

study to gain a greater understanding of the complexity of the factors affecting both the children 

and the the professionals work.  
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8. Method discussion 

 
Difficulties that was encountered during the study were associated with our limited period of 

time. According to Bryman (2011), all research is limited by time and resources. Since we only 

had eight weeks to perform our study we wanted to start with the interviews and observations as 

soon as possible. This turned out to be rather difficult since meetings often were cancelled and 

social workers showed up late. This affected the timetable and delayed the schedule which may 

also impacted our results variously. Furthermore it also can be problematic to do research on a 

broad subject like uncontrollable behaviour in such a small time frame. Nevertheless, our study 

contributes to an illustration of the problem rather than a comprehensive solution of it. 

    

Consequences that are important to bring up for discussion is that we made the choice to 

introduce the empowerment theory at an early stage in our study by asking questions about the 

social worker’s way of implementing the approach in their daily work and their perception of the 

meaning behind the concept. This we wanted to ask since empowerment is such a widespread 

concept in social work.  We brought up empowerment through direct questions, which 

according to Kvale & Brinkman (2014) are a type of interview questions you can  use to 

introduce  certain topics or concepts. These types of questions are appropriate to use in the end 

of the interview so that the interview person get a chance to first give a spontaneous statement 

and later talk about it in a more specific way (Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). We were aware that the 

people we would be interviewing were educated social workers and therefore we assumed that 

they were familiar with the concept of empowerment and that it therefore would be a natural 

thing to ask about. We were aware that we led the interviewees in to talk about empowerment by 

asking questions about it, but at our first meeting with one of the social workers at the office she 

talked about empowerment as an approach to permeate their work even before we mentioned it. 

Thus, they confirmed our thoughts about the fact that they knew about the concept of 

empowerment and actually were working with it. Bryman (2011) furthermore emphasized the 

importance of getting an image of what the interviewees found important and of meaning when 

writing the interview guide, which we could see from our first meeting when the social workers 

mentioned empowerment several times. 
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In hindsight we realized that there is a possibility that we would have got another result of our 

study if we did not ask about empowerment but we do not think that this had such a significant 

impact since the social workers talked about the concept even before the interviews. 
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Appendix A 

Interview guide for social workers who are operating in the Heidedal area.  

 

About the organisation,specific ways of working and the daily work: 

1. Can you start by telling us a little about yourself, what is your background working within 

the social work area? 

2. How long have you been working with social work? 

3. In what section do you work in and what are your main tasks? 

4. Can you describe an ordinary work day? 

5. Have you received any program or education since you started working at the 

organisation? 

6. How many colleagues do you have working within the same group or same team as you? 

7. What specific strategies and/or methods are you applying when you are working with the 

children? 

8. How do you relate the organisation’s core values in your daily work? (Integrity, respect, 

accountability, ubuntu, empathy, commitment, excellence, confidentiality, responsiveness, commendation) 

9. What kind of professions do you come in contact with in your daily work? 

10. What are the attitudes from people in the community towards your organisation and 

social workers? 

11. What specific challenges can you see as a social worker in the organisation? 

12. Are there any difficulties in your daily work? 

13. Any special difficulties that you have been struggling with? 

14. Worst case scenarios when it comes to working with these children with uncontrollable 

behaviour? 

15. What is the most frustrating thing with this kind of work? 

16. What is the best part of working in this organisation or with this group of children? 

17. For how long do you keep in contact with these children? 

18. Do you have any kind of action space or action freedom in your work? What are you 

allowed to do? For example, when can you intervene? 

19. What kind of laws do you come in contact with as a social worker and in your daily 

work? 
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Uncontrollable behaviour: 

20. What do you mean with uncontrollable behaviour? What is your definition? 

21. Examples of your own experience with uncontrollable behaviour? 

22. What kind of children do you come in contact with? 

23. Where do they come from? 

24. How old are the children? 

25. How do you work towards these problems actively and proactively? Are you doing any 

preventive work? 

 

Empowerment: 

26. How do the organisation work towards empowerment for these children? 

27. What does empowerment mean to you? 

28.  Do you see any positive changes when it comes to empowerment and strengthening the 

child? 

 

Interview questions for Supervisor, Child protection services: 

1. What is the characteristics of an non-governmental organisation in South Africa in 

regards to social work?  

2. Are the organisation driven by any local fundings, international fundings?  

3. What is your role within the organisation? 

4. What kind of strategies and methods are the organisation applying working with 

children? 

5. How many people are working within the organisation? 

6. What kind of different professions are working at the organisation?  

7. What kind of legislations do the organisation have to relate to in their work? 
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Appendix B 

2017-03-17  

 

Information letter about our study “The uncontrollable behaviour of children in 

Heidedal” 

 

To whom it may concern 

Hello!  

 

We are three students from Jönköping University, School of Health and Welfare Sweden, who are studying to 

become social workers. We will hereby spend eight weeks in South Africa to write our candidate thesis in social 

work. We are very grateful to be able to visit your organisation as part of our sampling work and the opportunity 

to see how you work towards this very important issue. 

 

The aim of our study is to examine how your organisation works towards children’s 

uncontrollable behaviour in Heidedal Community, Bloemfontein. We will study the methods of 

work you are using. We will further study possibilities and limitations of different approaches to 

the challenge with uncontrollable children. 

 

We have deepened our research and literature on the topic, but also intends to take the help of 

You, who practice active social work, through interviews and observations. 

 

Thus, we want to interview you, who have knowledge, training and experience that is valuable to 

us and our work. The interview will consist of approximately 20 questions, and we hope that a 

fruitful discussion can occur during this timeframe. The interview will take between 30-45 

minutes and we sincerely hope that you somehow have the opportunity to participate. 

 

At the interview, we will highly take into account the Research Council ethical principles. This 

means that your participation in the interview is voluntary and if you would like, you can cancel 

at any part of the interview and thus your participation. Your participation will be kept 

confidential and the results will be used only for our research purpose. 
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If you are in any questions or concerns, feel free to contact us or our supervisor for more 

information about the study. 

 

Best regards, 

Emma Bertilsson, Emelie Isaksson and Caroline Ståhl.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact us 

Emma Bertilsson 

Email: beem1490@student.ju.se 

Emelie Isaksson 

Email: isem1444@student.ju.se 

Caroline Ståhl 

Email: stca1493@student.ju.se 

Our supervisor in Sweden, Jönköping 

University 

Monika Wilínska 

Email: monika.wilinska@ju.se      
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