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Abstract

Placing children in alternative care serves to safeguard their well-being while social workers
work to resolve the issues that necessitated their removal from the home. Despite this in-
tention, social workers face numerous difficulties when implementing family reunification
services. This article explores the challenges encountered by social workers in South Africa
in delivering these services. The study adopted an exploratory sequential mixed-methods
design and involved social workers employed at five child protection organisations across
the country. Data were gathered through 15 qualitative interviews and 127 completed
questionnaires. Thematic analysis, guided by Creswell’s framework, was used to interpret
the qualitative data, while quantitative data were processed using a statistical software
package for social sciences (SPSS) version 23. The findings reveal a range of institutional,
infrastructural, and human resource constraints that hinder effective service delivery. So-
cial workers also reported difficulties arising from uncooperative biological parents and
strained relationships between biological and foster parents, often marked by mistrust,
suspicion, and hostility. At times, tensions also emerged between biological parents and
social workers themselves. The study concludes that recognising these challenges creates
an opportunity to address them more effectively. It recommends the development of a
rights-based family reunification service model to guide and support social workers in
providing timely and effective reunification interventions.

Keywords: alternative care; child protection; family reunification; rights-based approach;
social workers; South Africa

1. Introduction

A family is widely regarded as the foundational unit of society, responsible for en-
suring the safety and overall well-being of children [1]. Families play an essential role in
protecting their members, especially children, from the various forms of violence that exist
within communities [2]. However, the nature and functioning of families have shifted sig-
nificantly over time. Family life has become increasingly diverse and complex, and families
today are often less cohesive and resilient than in previous generations [3,4]. Traditionally,
families were structured around the presence of both parents, and in situations where
parents were absent, extended family members typically assumed caregiving responsibili-
ties [5]. Contemporary families, however, face mounting pressures linked to global social
challenges such as unemployment, migration, rising poverty, escalating violence, and the
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long-term effects of the HIV and AIDS pandemic [5]. These stressors heighten children’s
vulnerability to harm, hardship, and abuse, which can ultimately lead to their removal
from the home [6]. In the South African context, the legacy of apartheid further contributed
to the fragmentation of families through restrictive movement laws that disrupted family
structures [3]. Moreover, apartheid, due to its discriminatory laws, disadvantaged welfare
service delivery to black communities, a legacy still affecting service delivery in most child
protection organisations [7].

Approximately four million children in South Africa are currently living apart from
their biological parents for diverse reasons, with an estimated 2.7 million (65%) identified
as orphans [5]. Within this group, care arrangements vary considerably: some children
are supported through informal kinship care within extended family networks, while
others are accommodated in formal alternative care systems such as foster care placements
or residential institutions. According to Vivier, nearly 400,000 children are in foster care
nationally [8], while an additional 22,000 reside in residential care facilities [9].

Consistent with international child-protection standards, South African legislation
upholds a child’s right to remain within their family of origin whenever possible [10]. When
separation does occur, Articles 10 and 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child require that family reunification services be provided to support the child’s return
home [11]. Reunification is therefore recognised as a fundamental human right that must
be prioritised and protected [12]. The White Paper for Social Welfare outlines the broader
framework for social welfare service delivery in South Africa [13], yet it does not specify
how family reunification services should be implemented [14]. Social workers involved in
the reunification process are responsible for conducting assessments, offering therapeutic
and rehabilitative interventions, providing parenting and life-skills support, delivering
family preservation services, offering counselling, and making appropriate referrals [13,15].
Although children have a right to be reunified with their families, this right must always
be balanced with the principle of the child’s best interests; reunification should occur only
when it is safe and appropriate to do so [16,17].

Despite the constitutional and legislative emphasis on children’s right to family life
and the clear mandate for social workers to provide reunification services, relatively few
children in South Africa are successfully reunited with their families [18]. Many remain
in alternative care for extended periods [14,19]. Prolonged stays in alternative care can
contribute to identity difficulties and challenges during the transition out of care [20,21].
Evidence from Epworth Children’s Village suggests that, instead of prioritising timely
reunification, children are often kept in alternative care on a long-term basis [22]. One of
the key barriers is the absence of a comprehensive, holistic reunification services model
in South Africa, which makes it difficult for social workers to deliver coordinated and
effective interventions [12]. Although the Children’s Act mandates the provision of re-
unification services, it offers limited practical guidance on how these services should be
carried out [23]. The absence of effective family reunification services undermines the best
interests of the child. It negatively affects children’s attachment formation as well as their
linguistic, social, intellectual, and cultural development [24]. Sibanda further observes that
when reunification is delayed, children often “age out of care” and experience significant
emotional distress, which may trigger renewed behavioural challenges such as substance
misuse, violence, criminal behaviour, conflict with foster parents, risky peer relationships,
abusive intimate relationships, hopelessness, and poor educational outcomes [25]. Ac-
cording to Epworth Children’s Village, children who grow up without the presence of
their biological families frequently struggle to explain their personal histories [22]. They
may find seemingly simple questions about their background, family, or identity to be
overwhelming, uncomfortable, or embarrassing [17].
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Against this backdrop, the study examined the challenges encountered by social
workers in delivering family reunification services in South Africa. Understanding these
challenges creates space to consider how a rights-based approach can be applied to address
them and to hold the state accountable for shortcomings in the provision of effective
reunification services [26]. This article presents findings from a study focusing on challenges
faced by social workers in rendering family reunification services, which was part of a
broader PhD study on developing a holistic family reunification services model for children
in alternative care. It begins by providing a contextual overview of family reunification
within the South African child protection system, including an examination of the legislative
frameworks and approaches that guide family reunification services. The article then
describes the research methodology employed in the study, after which the findings are
presented and discussed. The conclusion reflects on the significance and implications of
the study, acknowledges its limitations, and offers recommendations that emerged from
the research.

1.1. Contextualising Family Reunification Services

Globally, it is estimated that between five and six million children are living in resi-
dential care institutions [27]. In several European countries, institutional care continues
to feature prominently within out-of-home care systems: over 30% of children in care
are placed in residential facilities in Germany and Denmark, and approximately 22% in
Sweden [28]. In the United States, an estimated 400,000 children were in foster care place-
ments [29]. Patterns of care provision vary across contexts; for example, foster care is widely
utilised in Hong Kong, whereas it remains comparatively underdeveloped in countries such
as Portugal [30]. In Sub-Saharan Africa, A considerable proportion of children in the region
reside outside their biological families, often within kinship networks that are themselves
constrained by significant socio-economic pressures. Zimbabwe illustrates these regional
trends, with particularly high levels of alternative care provision [31]. Current estimates
suggest that approximately 24% of Zimbabwean children live without either biological
parent; the country has around 562,000 orphans, about 4500 children in formal residential
institutions, and only 660 in formal foster care placements [32].

Internationally, child protection systems have increasingly prioritised family reunifica-
tion as the preferred outcome for children in alternative care. This shift has been accompa-
nied by significant developments in both global policy frameworks and national legislative
contexts, including South Africa. Consistent with other English-speaking jurisdictions,
South African child protection legislation recognises reunification as a fundamental right
of children in alternative care [10]. Reunification is typically regarded as successful when a
child does not re-enter out-of-home care within 12 months [33,34]. However, international
and local research indicates that effective reunification remains limited in practice [19].
For instance, studies in Australia show persistently low reunification rates, particularly
among younger children, many of whom experience multiple foster care placements with
reduced likelihood of returning home [35,36]. In the United Kingdom, the probability
of reunification declines markedly as the duration of time in care increases [37]. Similar
patterns are evident in South Africa; although alternative care placements are intended to
be temporary, many children remain in such arrangements for extended periods before
reunification with their families [19].

Family reunification services consist of a set of intentional, structured interventions,
supportive programmes, and empowerment activities offered to children in alternative care
and to their families [38,39]. These services are designed to guide a systematic reunification
process and to facilitate the safe return of children to their families or communities of
origin [40]. Their overarching purpose is to rebuild, strengthen, and sustain reciprocal
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relationships between children placed in alternative care and their biological parents and
families. Understanding reunification requires situating it within the broader child protec-
tion framework [41]. Masuka et al. describe child protection as a set of interventions aimed
at safeguarding children’s rights to safety and protection from abuse, neglect, exploitation,
and violence [42]. These interventions focus on preventing, addressing, and resolving
incidents of abuse, neglect, abandonment, and exploitation across all environments [13]. In
South Africa, the child protection continuum begins with prevention and early interven-
tion, moves to removal when necessary, and culminates in reunification with the family of
origin [7].

The Children’s Act 38 of 2005 outlines several criteria for determining whether a child
is in need of care and protection [10]. These include the capacity of parents or caregivers,
the child’s developmental needs and behaviour, exposure or risk of exposure to harm,
involvement in child labour or trafficking, and circumstances in which children live in
child-headed households [10,30]. In all such cases, children retain their full range of
human rights, including the right to protection, access to essential services, and meaningful
participation in decisions affecting their lives [15,43].

Research highlights several practice components that contribute to the successful
reunification of children in alternative care with their families and communities [14,20].
Sewpaul emphasises that social workers with adequate, specialised training in child protec-
tion are better positioned to deliver effective reunification services [44]. Meaningful family
engagement is another critical factor linked to positive reunification outcomes [26]. This
involves actively including birth families in planning and decision-making, encouraging
foster parents to support biological parents, and ensuring regular contact and visitation
between children in foster care and their families [20,45].

1.2. Challenges Faced by Social Workers

Although social workers are central to the successful reunification of children with
their families, their capacity to deliver effective services is significantly constrained by
systemic and operational barriers. Sibanda and Lombard highlight that persistent staff
shortages, limited organisational resources, and overwhelming caseloads undermine both
the consistency and quality of reunification interventions [6]. A chronic shortage of social
work personnel remains one of the most critical impediments to service delivery [1]. Ac-
cording to the National Development Plan, South Africa is expected to require 55,000 social
workers by 2030 [46]. However, as of 2024, only 32,000 social workers were registered with
the South African Council for Social Services [47]. This indicates a shortfall of approxi-
mately 23,000 practitioners needed to reach the 2030 target. Given this gap, it appears
unlikely that the projected figure of 55,000 social workers will be achieved. The current
workforce is far too small to meet national demand, making it difficult to provide families
with timely, holistic, and sustained support [48]. This shortage inevitably results in unman-
ageable caseloads. A study by Sibanda revealed that in South Africa, child protection social
workers had caseloads as high as 320 files, with over 400 children [18]. Such high caseloads
undermine the capacity of social workers to maintain regular contact or conduct consis-
tent home visits with biological and foster families [12]. Beyond workforce limitations,
inadequate funding and resource constraints further weaken the child protection sector.
Patel et al. identify resource scarcity as a longstanding challenge in South Africa’s child
protection landscape [49]. Many social workers operate without the infrastructure and
tools required to perform their duties effectively, narrowing the scope and depth of their
practice. These deficits often push practitioners into reactive, crisis-driven interventions
rather than enabling preventive, holistic, and developmentally informed approaches [6].
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Such crisis-oriented practice stands in direct conflict with the rights-based frameworks that
should guide all family reunification efforts.

Effective child protection systems depend on adequate infrastructure, including func-
tional office spaces, reliable communication equipment, and dedicated vehicles to support
fieldwork [26]. However, chronic underfunding has severely weakened many child protec-
tion organisations, forcing them to scale back services or, in some cases, cease operations
entirely [7,50]. Compounding these structural challenges is the limited training and reori-
entation available to social workers in the child protection sector. Herselman et al. note
that insufficient professional development restricts practitioners’ ability to deliver effective
services [50]. Sibanda and Ngwabi similarly found that despite progressive legislative
and policy reforms, many social workers struggle to interpret and contextualise these
frameworks, limiting their ability to apply them in practice [7]. Additional studies point
to low morale, driven by excessive caseloads, inadequate salaries, and persistent resource
shortages, as a further factor undermining the quality of child protection services [51-53].

1.3. A Rights-Based Approach to Family Reunification

International legal instruments, most notably the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), impose a clear obligation on states to promote family
reunification where this is safe and aligned with the best interests of the child. Specifically,
Articles 7, 9, 10, 18, and 20 underscore children’s rights to parental care and family life,
while also emphasising the need for careful oversight and regulation of alternative care
arrangements [11]. Article 7 of the UNCRC affirms the child’s right to a legal identity and,
as far as possible, to be known and cared for by their parents. Article 18(2) further places
a clear obligation on the state to provide appropriate support to parents and caregivers
in fulfilling their child-rearing responsibilities. In addition, Article 9(1) requires that the
separation of a child from their parents may occur only when it is demonstrably in the
child’s best interests. This provision not only reinforces the primacy of the best interests
principle but also stipulates that any removal must be undertaken by authorised and
competent bodies, subject to judicial oversight to safeguard against arbitrary decisions.
Moreover, Article 9(3) emphasises that separation should be temporary and limited to
the shortest duration necessary. It also recognises the child’s right to maintain regular
contact with his or her family following separation, unless such contact is contrary to the
child’s best interests. Within this framework, social workers, acting as duty-bearers within
the child protection system, are mandated to uphold these provisions in practice. This
entails ensuring that decisions regarding removal, placement, and reunification are firmly
grounded in the principles of the UNCRC and that the child’s rights remain central to all
care and protection interventions.

Within the South African context, a rights-based approach to child protection is an-
chored in a comprehensive legal and policy architecture. Central to this framework are
international instruments ratified by South Africa, including the UNCRC. These instru-
ments articulate foundational principles such as the primacy of the child’s best interests,
the right to participation, and the rights to survival, development, and protection from
harm [11]. Fundamentally, the rights-based approach conceptualises children as rights-
holders while positioning the state and professional actors, including social workers, as
duty-bearers responsible for upholding, safeguarding, and realising these rights [43].

Children possess both fundamental needs and inherent rights, and when these are
neglected or violated, concerns naturally arise regarding their safety and overall well-
being [25]. This study adopted a rights-based approach as a theoretical framework because
of its focus on promoting and safeguarding children’s rights. A rights-based framework is
grounded in established social work theories and concepts, including the strengths perspec-
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tive, empowerment, capacity building, and culturally responsive practice [43,54]. Within
this broader paradigm, families are entitled to services, benefits, and resources not on the
basis of merit or need alone, but because such entitlements stem from their inherent human
dignity [55]. Key principles of a rights-based approach relevant to family reunification
include participation, accountability, empowerment, social inclusion, appropriateness, and
accessibility [6,7,56].

Applying a rights-based approach to family reunification requires that all interventions
align with human rights standards and prioritise the protection and fulfilment of children’s
rights [43]. This approach also seeks to empower rights holders (children and their families)
to claim their rights and challenge systems or structures that infringe upon them [57]. At the
same time, it places responsibility on state departments and other duty bearers to uphold
their obligations and to collaborate effectively in fulfilling these duties [58]. Importantly, a
rights-based approach reinforces the mandate of social workers, as duty bearers, to respect,
protect, and guarantee the rights of children in all aspects of their practice [13,43].

2. Materials and Methods

The central research question guiding this study was: What challenges are faced
by social workers in rendering family reunification services? To address this question,
the study employed a mixed-methods approach, specifically an exploratory sequential
mixed-methods design [59]. This design allowed the researcher to begin with a qualitative
exploration of social workers’ experiences and perspectives, from which key themes were
identified. These qualitative insights then informed the development of the quantitative
phase, which gathered additional data from a broader group of social workers. In reporting
on the findings, the data sets were integrated to “place the qualitative and quantitative
findings into a conversation” [60] to gain deeper insights into the reported challenges.

The research was conducted across five child protection organisations (CPOs) in
Gauteng Province, South Africa. These organisations were purposively selected because
each has more than 50 years of experience in child protection and provides services across
urban, rural, and peri-urban settings, including farming and mining communities. Their
service offerings span the full continuum of child protection work, including prevention
and early intervention, investigation of abuse and neglect, removal and placement of
children in alternative care, preparation of children’s court reports, supervision of foster
care placements, family reunification services, and post-reunification support. As part of
their reunification mandate, the organisations offered services such as: (1) tracing biological
parents, (2) skills development and poverty-alleviation initiatives, (3) therapy, counselling,
and psychosocial support, (4) parenting-skills training, (5) referrals to specialised services,
(6) facilitation of contact between children and their biological families, and (7) family
conferencing. Including these organisations ensured that the study captured a realistic
picture of family reunification practice within South African child protection.

Formal permission to conduct the study was obtained from the management of each
organisation. Once approval was granted, management provided a list of employed social
workers and their contact details. The researcher then invited eligible social workers to
participate. Those who agreed completed informed consent forms before taking part in
the study.

At the time of data collection, the five organisations collectively employed 183 social
workers. Because it was not feasible to include all of them in the qualitative phase, a non-
probability purposive sampling strategy was used. Eligibility criteria included willingness
and availability to participate; at least two years of experience in family reunification
services; experience working with diverse population groups; and a minimum of one year
of employment within a participating organisation. Consistent with the exclusion criteria
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articulated by Patino and Ferreira, individuals who did not provide informed consent or
were unavailable during the data collection period were excluded from the study [61]. Data
saturation was achieved after conducting interviews with 15 social workers, at which point
no additional themes emerged, and responses began to exhibit repetition [59]. For the
quantitative phase, total population sampling was used, targeting all 183 social workers
across the five organisations. Total population sampling means involving all participants
in the study [59]. Of these (183 potential respondents), 127 completed and returned the
questionnaires, yielding a response rate of 69.4%. Although 56 social workers (30.6%) did
not respond, the response rate was considered acceptable, given that questionnaires with
9-14 items typically achieve an average response rate of 56.28% [62].

Qualitative data were gathered through individual semi-structured interviews. The
researcher used open-ended questions and employed probing, paraphrasing, clarifica-
tion, and follow-up techniques to deepen understanding. With participants’ permission,
interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accurate, verbatim data capture and to allow
the researcher to focus on active listening and meaningful engagement. Quantitative
data were collected using a self-administered questionnaire developed by the principal
researcher. The questionnaire was hand-delivered to each organisation, and participants
were given two months to complete it. The principal researcher later returned to collect the
completed questionnaires.

Qualitative data were analysed using Creswell’s thematic analysis framework, which
involved familiarisation with the data, coding, theme development, and report writing [59].
Trustworthiness was strengthened through strategies addressing credibility, reflexivity,
transferability, and confirmability. Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engage-
ment, repeated interviews until saturation, and multiple readings of transcripts to ensure
accurate representation of participants’ accounts. Transferability was supported by provid-
ing a detailed description of the research context and setting. Confirmability was ensured
through transparent documentation of methodological procedures and careful maintenance
of data records. To reduce researcher bias, the researchers consulted with the study super-
visor during data analysis and interpretation. Reflexivity was addressed by acknowledging
the researchers’ extensive backgrounds in child protection and family reunification work
and by maintaining a reflective journal to critically examine how personal experiences,
assumptions, and values may have shaped the interpretation of findings.

Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS), version 23. Measures were taken to ensure the reliability and validity of data.
Internal validity was strengthened through the careful construction of the questionnaire
to ensure that the data generated were sufficiently robust to support credible and well-
founded conclusions. To enhance external validity, efforts were made to ensure that the
findings could be reasonably generalised to similar contexts and settings beyond the study
sample. The reliability of the questionnaire as a data collection instrument was reinforced
through several methodological strategies. These included the use of multiple items to
measure key variables, the clarification of core concepts, the exclusion of ambiguous
items, and the provision of clear instructions to promote consistency in responses. In
addition, a pilot study was conducted to assess whether the instrument elicited relevant
and meaningful responses aligned with the research objectives. Further assessment of
reliability was undertaken through the application of Cronbach’s Alpha test, which is a
statistical measure of internal consistency. The test results indicated that the questionnaire
had a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.897, which indicates a high level of reliability, suggesting
that the questionnaire items were well-correlated and collectively measured the intended
constructs with a strong degree of coherence.
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Ethical approval for the study was granted by the institutional review board of a South
African university. Ethical principles, including informed consent, avoidance of harm, and
prevention of deception, were upheld throughout the research process. Confidentiality,
anonymity, and privacy were protected through the de-identification of questionnaires and
transcripts and by the use of coding systems that prevented any data from being linked
to individual participants. Information was kept in a password-protected computer that
researchers only had access to, whilst raw data was kept in a lockable cabinet located in an
access-controlled office.

3. Results

3.1. Biographic Details of Participants
3.1.1. Participants in a Qualitative Study

The qualitative study included fifteen participants whose demographic and profes-
sional backgrounds reflected a diverse cross-section of individuals working within child
protection organisations (CPOs) and the family reunification services (FRS) sector. The
group consisted predominantly of women, with thirteen female participants and two male
participants. Participants ranged in age from their early twenties to late fifties, with the
largest proportion falling within the 20-29 and 30-39 age groups. In terms of racial identity,
the sample included individuals identifying as Black, White, and of mixed heritage, with
Black participants forming the majority. Years of employment at a CPO varied considerably,
spanning from as little as two years to as many as twenty years. Similarly, participants’
experience in FRS ranged from two to eighteen years, indicating a mix of early-career
practitioners and highly experienced professionals. This combination of varied ages, racial
backgrounds, and professional experience provided a rich and multifaceted foundation for
exploring perspectives within the qualitative study.

3.1.2. Participants in a Quantitative Study

Among the 127 individuals who participated in the quantitative component of the
study, 20% (n = 26) identified as male and 80% (n = 101) as female. In terms of age, the
largest proportion of respondents, 43% (54), were between 20 and 29 years old. A further
36% (46) fell within the 30-39 age range, 17% (21) were aged 4049, and 4% (6) were between
50 and 59 years of age. The sample was predominantly Black, representing 81.9% (104) of
participants, while White respondents accounted for 13.4% (17), and 4.7% (6) identified
as being of mixed racial heritage. Regarding experience in family reunification services,
66.4% (83 of 125) of the social workers reported having between 0.3 and seven years of
involvement in this area. An additional 22.4% (28 of 125) indicated eight to 14 years of
experience, whereas 11.2% (14 of 125) had accumulated more than 15 years working in
family reunification services.

3.2. Challenges Faced by Social Workers in Rendering Family Reunification Services

The plethora of challenges that participants face in rendering family reunification
services was mainly drawn from the findings of the qualitative study. The underpinned
challenges in the quantitative study emerged from responses to various questions and cross-
tabulation of data, as opposed to one particular question. As presented in Table 1 below,
the challenges that participants face can be grouped under six themes, namely, institutional
obstacles, infrastructural barriers, human resource challenges, poor relationships between
biological parents and foster parents, challenges in working with biological parents, and
uncooperative foster parents.
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Table 1. Themes and sub-themes.

Themes

Sub-Themes

Section 3.2.1. Institutional Obstacles

Attitude of Social Workers to Family Reunification Services

- Failure to keep proper records

- Lack of motivation

- Weighing priorities

- Lack of transparency
Lack of Support from Supervisors
Conflict Between Social Workers
Inadequate Training of Social Workers

Section 3.2.2. Infrastructural Barriers

Shortage of Cars
Lack of Access to Programmes

Section 3.2.3. Human Resource Challenges

Section 3.2.4. Poor Relationship Between Biological
Parents and Foster Parents

Section 3.2.5. Challenges in Working with
Biological Parents

Lack of Contact with Children

Non-Cooperation with Social Workers

Holding Grudges Against Social Workers
Prioritising New Relationships over Their Children

Section 3.2.6. Uncooperative Foster Parents

The challenges that social workers encounter in rendering family reunification services

are discussed below as themes and sub-themes.

3.2.1. Institutional Obstacles

Participants revealed that institutional obstacles affecting family reunification services
stem from social workers’ attitudes, lack of supervisory support, inter-worker conflict,
and inadequate training. These factors collectively hinder the effective implementation of
reunification processes.

Attitude of Social Workers to Family Reunification Services

Participants emphasised that social workers’ attitudes significantly undermine family
reunification services. These attitudes manifest in behaviours such as poor record-keeping,
lack of motivation, failure to prioritise reunification, and limited transparency.

Failure to keep proper records

Participants consistently highlighted poor record-keeping as a critical barrier to con-
tinuity of care. The absence of detailed process notes and family information makes it
difficult for subsequent social workers to continue interventions effectively. For instance,
Participant 3 explained:

We are faced with a problem of social workers not wanting to keep records; they
do not want to record the information or keep data. For example, a simple thing
like a process note, they do not want to write it. At times, they do not even make
a copy of the reports that they take to court. When there are no records, it then
becomes a major challenge to render family reunification services. (P3)

This concern was further echoed by Participant 13, who emphasised the implications
of incomplete family information:

Can social workers please gather as much information as they possibly can? They
should ask for the addresses of the biological parents; they should also ask where
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they live, their parents” names, their places of work and where the rest of the
extended family is staying. In some cases, you find that in the file, it is only written
that the mother is from Mpumalanga. But where exactly in Mpumalanga? (P13)

These narratives illustrate how inadequate documentation disrupts case continuity
and undermines reunification efforts, particularly when cases are transferred between
social workers. This finding is reinforced by quantitative results, where 97.6% (122 of 125)
of participants emphasised the importance of proper record-keeping.

Lack of motivation

Another recurring issue was the perceived lack of motivation among some social work-
ers, which participants linked to passive engagement with reunification cases. Participant
6 observed:

I think what you often find is that social workers are passive. I don’t always
know how to get them motivated to change and do things properly. (P6)

Similarly, Participant 9 noted:

It's a big problem. I come from one organisation where I was appointed as a
reunification social worker, but I left because I found a job here. What I saw
there was pathetic. Family reunification services were being neglected by social
workers; they are not motivated to render family reunification services. (P9)

These accounts suggest that low motivation contributes to minimal effort and poor
outcomes in reunification processes, despite strong evidence that social worker commitment
is central to successful reunification, as indicated by 98.4% (125 of 127) of participants in
the quantitative study.

Weighing priorities

Participants also indicated that reunification services are often deprioritised in favour
of foster care supervision and administrative tasks. Participant 4 highlighted this tendency:

Family reunification is not adequately recognised; it comes after alternative
care. Once I place a child in alternative care, I don’t even think about family
reunification. The next thing I am thinking about is when the placement order
lapses. (PP4)

In a similar vein, Participant 13 explained:

We feel that foster care supervision and monitoring are more important than
family reunification services. You might find that I see the child or the foster
family once a month, but with the biological family, it is a totally different story.
At times, I contact them when I realise that the order is about to lapse. (P13)

Similarly, participant 7 noted that the lack of prioritisation of family reunification
services stemmed from the organisational culture, which viewed it as less important than
foster care services:

You know, when I arrived here at child welfare, they had a file full of forms, but
they were only for foster care. Whatever form that you needed for foster care
was there. But when it comes to family reunification services, there was nothing.
Nobody cared about family reunification. (P7)

These insights demonstrate that reunification is often treated as secondary, which
undermines its effectiveness as a core child protection objective.

Lack of transparency
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Some participants stated that social workers who render family reunification services
are sometimes not transparent with the biological parents; as a result, they derail family
reunification. The social workers tended to disregard the actual reasons that had led to
the removal of the child, but rather looked for additional reasons not to reunify the child.
Participant 10 described how expectations are sometimes shifted unfairly:

But sometimes you can see that what brought the child to the system in the
first place has changed, so now you want to reunify. We give them additional
requirements and overlook the reasons that led to the removal of a child in the
first place, making it difficult for reunification to occur. (P10)

Likewise, Participant 13 reflected on unrealistic expectations:

Life has improved. Why are we stopping the reunification? The reality is that
not everyone can afford a four-roomed house, not everyone can get a job, not
everyone can have all these things that we want the biological parents to have.
We are, at times, unfair to them, very unfair. (P13)

The sentiments from participants regarding the changing of goalposts and the lack of
transparency by social workers highlight the need for consistent, rights-based criteria in
assessing reunification readiness. In confirmation of the qualitative findings, transparency
of the social worker was indicated as an essential principle of family reunification by 92.1%
(116 of 126) of participants in the quantitative study.

Lack of Support from Supervisors

Most participants consistently identified inadequate supervisory support as a major
institutional barrier to effective family reunification. This lack of support manifested in
logistical inefficiencies, delayed administrative processes, and insufficient professional
guidance. For example, Participant 12 described how poor logistical support disrupts
planned interventions:

At times, there is no support from the supervisors. For example, if I book a car a
day or two before the case conference and inform the biological parents of the
case conference, then when the day comes, and I go to the supervisor to ask for a
car, I would be told that the supervisor forgot that I need a car. Then I will have
to deal with the issues of having to postpone the case conference and end up
disappointing the child and the family. (P12)

This account illustrates how seemingly minor administrative oversights can have
direct consequences for children and families, delaying critical reunification processes. In
addition, participants highlighted the emotional and professional strain caused by the
absence of supervision. Participant 4 emphasised:

And it is difficult to deal with the pressure and stress, because sometimes there is
no supervisor in the organisation, meaning there is no debriefing to say this is
what I am facing, what should I do. This lack of supervision has such an effect on
us. (P4)

This suggests that supervision is not only administrative but also essential for emo-
tional support and decision-making in complex cases. Delays in report processing were
also identified as a significant obstacle. Participant 5 explained:

The supervisor must not take too long to canalise reports; they must stop checking
verbatim and going word by word, because we experience such a problem. It
delays our process of reunification; you give in your report today, and it takes
forever to come back from the supervisor because it is being marked for grammar
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and English. At times, it takes a month without getting any response to your
report, and this delays the process. (P5)

Taken together, these findings indicate that inadequate supervision disrupts both the
efficiency and quality of reunification services, a concern reinforced by 97.6% (124 of 127)
of participants in the quantitative study.

Conflict Between Social Workers

Most participants indicated that in cases where more than one social worker worked on
a case, there tended to be misunderstandings between them. The social workers supervising
foster care placements seemed to be pro-foster parents and did everything possible to block
contact between a child and biological parents, whereas the social worker responsible for
family reunification often felt obliged to take the side of biological parents and push for
contact even though circumstances did not permit contact. Lack of a collective plan caused
a lot of conflict, misunderstandings, bad atmosphere, and clashes between the two social
workers, which often derailed the process of family reunification. Participant 8 described
the difficulty of achieving consensus:

It is very difficult for a reunification worker to work with a foster care supervision
worker; at times, we totally clash, disagree, and fail to find a middle ground.
At times, as a reunification services worker, I want the children to visit their
biological parents, but the foster care worker feels that they should not visit them.
(P8)

This reflects the absence of coordinated planning, which is essential in multidisci-
plinary interventions. Similarly, Participant 14 highlighted how bias can influence profes-
sional conduct:

At times, the foster care supervision worker acts as a gatekeeper and blocks the
process of family reunification. They do not give biological parents a chance; they
still hold grudges against them and think of things that parents did ten years ago,
and bring them into the case. Those types of social workers are very stubborn
and difficult to work with. (P14)

These accounts demonstrate that conflict is not merely interpersonal but structural,
stemming from a lack of shared goals and integrated planning. This is supported by
quantitative findings, where 93% (117 of 125) of participants emphasised the need for
synergy between social workers. It is unacceptable that social workers take sides instead of
looking at what is in the best interest of the child.

Inadequate Training of Social Workers

Participants indicated that insufficient training in family reunification services com-
promises their ability to effectively implement these interventions. The social workers often
had no clue about what their roles and responsibilities are as far as rendering family reuni-
fication services are concerned. Participant 3 reflected on gaps in professional education:

In my last year at the university, I did foster care. The only thing that I can still
remember from the university is foster care, not family reunification. (P3)

This suggests a systemic bias in training curricula that prioritises alternative care over
reunification. Participant 13 reinforced this concern by highlighting limited professional
development opportunities:

We need training on family reunification. I have attended so many foster care
trainings up to now, but can you believe that I have never attended any family
reunification services training? The trainings that are available are all about foster
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care, the Children’s Act, court orders, placing children in alternative care, and
there is nothing whatsoever for family reunification services. (P13)

These findings indicate that social workers are often ill-equipped to deliver reunifica-
tion services, which may contribute to inconsistencies and inefficiencies in practice. The
importance of training is further supported by 89.7% of participants in a quantitative study,
who endorsed it as a key requirement for rendering family reunification services.

3.2.2. Infrastructural Barriers

Participants described infrastructural constraints as significant impediments to render-
ing family reunification services. The infrastructural barriers stemmed from the unavail-
ability of resources, which resulted in a lack of transport and lack of access to programmes
for biological parents.

Shortage of Cars

Participants stated that in the rendering of family reunification services, they needed
to be in constant contact with the biological parents and, to do so, they needed to use
cars to visit the parents. However, organisations that social workers work for have a
shortage of cars; as such, restrictions were in place. Transport shortages were frequently
cited as a barrier preventing social workers from maintaining regular contact with families.
Participant 1 explained:

We are not adequately equipped; there is a lack of resources, especially cars. We
must visit our biological parents regularly, but we are not able to do so due to the
shortage of cars. (P1)

This highlights the direct relationship between resource availability and service deliv-
ery. Participant 12 added:

There is a serious shortage of vehicles. You find that when you need to attend
a case conference with the biological parent, you are not able to do so because
there is no car that day. (P12)

These accounts illustrate how logistical constraints delay essential interactions, ul-
timately affecting outcomes for children. Quantitative findings further confirm the im-
portance of adequate transport. 117 of 126 (92.9%) participants indicated that for family
reunification services to be rendered holistically, there should be adequate vehicles for
social workers.

Lack of Access to Programmes

Some participants stated that although they had good intentions and wanted to render
family reunification services as appropriately as possible, they faced an obstacle in the lack
of access to programmes that address the needs of biological parents. Findings indicate
the link between the lack of access to appropriate programmes for biological parents and
a lack of resources to initiate such programmes, as evident in the following quote from
participant 8:

The lack of resources is a very big problem; we must rely on the unreliable state
programmes. The few resources that we have are so overwhelmed, and that is a
big challenge. Most of my clients abuse drugs and alcohol; there is just no space
for them to go for drug rehabilitation services. (P8)

This demonstrates how systemic resource shortages limit opportunities for parents to
address underlying issues. Similarly, Participant 11 noted:
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The major challenge is resources. You find out that you have a biological parent
who has an alcohol abuse problem or who has a psychological problem, and this
parent needs to go for regular assessments to improve herself, so that maybe one
day the child will be placed back in her care. At the end of the day, we cannot
find such programmes that parents need. (P11)

These findings reveal a critical gap between identified needs and available services,
contributing to delayed or failed reunification efforts. This concern aligns with the views of
95.5% (119 of 124) participants in a quantitative study, who indicated that to ensure that
social workers render holistic family reunification services, the government departments
and child protection organisations should provide programmes that social workers can
refer biological parents to.

3.2.3. Human Resource Challenges

Participants strongly emphasised human resource challenges in rendering family
reunification services. They explained these as stemming from the shortage of social
workers, which inevitably led to high caseloads. High caseloads, in turn, caused a delay in
rendering family reunification services. The demographic profile of participants showed
that participants had caseloads as high as 320 files per social worker. Due to high caseloads,
some participants stated that they ended up only responding to crises and neglecting
family reunification services. The interrelatedness of the shortage of social workers and
high caseloads is reflected in the following views of participant 1:

Our workload is high; our caseload does not allow effective service delivery. I
have 100 files, and this does not mean 100 children because, in some cases, you
might find that there are three or four children in one file. If the issue of caseloads
is not addressed, social workers will not have sufficient time to render family
reunification services. (P1)

This reflects how excessive workloads compromise the quality of intervention. Partici-
pant 8 further noted:

One is not able to concentrate on one file at a given time, because you will have
60 other cases waiting for you. I only do urgent cases (foster care cases) and then
end up neglecting other cases (family reunification cases). (P8)

This indicates that reunification is often deprioritised under pressure. Participant
11 added:

Due to a high caseload, we simply do not have the time to address the underlying
issues. We end up just ensuring that orders do not lapse, instead of rendering
the services that we are supposed to be rendering. So, it means that we are not
doing what we are supposed to be doing, and that is so wrong on many levels.
But what can we do when we have unrealistically high caseloads? (P11)

These accounts collectively demonstrate that high caseloads shift practice from de-
velopmental to administrative, undermining rights-based service delivery. Quantitative
findings align with qualitative findings, indicating that 87.9% (119 of 124) of participants
were of the view that for social workers to render holistic family reunification services, they
should have a manageable caseload.

3.2.4. Poor Relationship Between Biological Parents and Foster Parents

Participants described strained relationships between biological and foster parents
as a significant barrier to reunification. Biological and foster parents seemed to mistrust
and be in competition with one another about being able to adequately look after the child.
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Participant 9 voiced her views regarding acrimonious relationships between biological
parents and foster parents as follows:

So, the challenge we have is that sometimes the foster parents get too attached to
the children. They develop a close bond with them, and they find it very difficult
when a child has to be reunified with biological parents. It is difficult for them to
feel it is okay for the child to go. (P9)

This highlights emotional dynamics that complicate transitions. Participant 3 provided
an example of interpersonal conflict:

The biological parent and the foster parent will fight endlessly, sometimes for no
apparent reason. Sometimes when a biological parent decides to visit the child,
she would complain that they did not comb the child’s hair the way she wants.
You know, such petty and trivial issues. (P3)

These findings suggest that unresolved tensions between caregivers hinder collabo-
ration and disrupt reunification planning. This aligns with quantitative findings, where
91.2% (113 out of 124) participants indicated that it was important to strengthen the re-
lationship between foster families and biological families. The finding can be linked to
conflict between social workers, as indicated in an earlier theme. If the professionals have
conflict, they certainly do not do much to facilitate good relationships between the foster
and biological parents.

3.2.5. Challenges in Working with Biological Parents

Findings indicate that it is challenging for social workers to render family reunification
services when biological parents are uncooperative. Parents are uncooperative when
they have either given up, have lost hope in improving their circumstances, or simply
do not want to address the reasons that led to the removal of the child. Some biological
parents are said to hold grudges against social workers who removed their children from
them and are still in denial over their living circumstances. Similarly, some participants
stated that biological parents ran away from social workers out of fear that social workers
might remove other siblings that had been born in place of a child that had been removed
from their care. In addition, participants stated that some biological parents were in new
relationships and felt that a child would disturb the stability in the relationship with
their new partner. The subcategories that emerged from the challenge of uncooperative
biological parents are: biological parents not maintaining contact with children, biological
parents being uncooperative towards social workers, biological parents holding grudges
against social workers, and prioritising new relationships over their children.

Lack of Contact with Children

Participants in a qualitative study stated that it was challenging to render family
reunification services to some biological parents because they did not maintain active
contact with their children in alternative care. These biological parents did so because of
sheer reluctance, lack of care and concern for their children. The frustrations of participants
regarding biological parents who do not maintain contact with their children in alternative
care are captured below. Participant 4 described how inconsistent parental engagement
affects children:

The other challenge is that a parent comes and says, I want my child back. Then
we say it’s fine, we are going to initiate a family reunification process. Then we
start by making an appointment with them for the next session, but the biological
parent is nowhere to be found, so this crushes the child. (P4)

This illustrates the emotional impact of disengagement. Participant 10 noted:
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I think the biggest challenge is that most parents don’t really care. They think the
child is removed, so it’s not their responsibility anymore, and they don’t see it fit
to have contact with the child. They have basically written off the child. (P10)

Participant 1 added:

Some biological parents reject their children. At times, you introduce a child to
the biological parent, and that will be the end of it. They don’t initiate any further
contact; they just disappear. (P1)

These accounts highlight how a lack of contact undermines reunification readiness,
despite its recognised importance. In support of the above findings, 86.4% (108 of 125)
of participants in a quantitative study emphasised the importance of contact between
biological parents and children, as an ingredient of successful family reunification.

Non-Cooperation with Social Workers

Many participants reported that one of the primary obstacles to providing effective
family reunification services was the lack of cooperation from some biological parents.
According to these participants, this resistance was reflected in parents’ failure to attend
substance-abuse treatment and parenting programmes arranged by social workers. In some
cases, parents also missed scheduled appointments. The following excerpts illustrate the
difficulties participants encounter when working with biological parents who are unwilling
to engage. Participant 3 observed:

The main challenge I face with biological parents relates to their lack of com-
pliance, especially those dealing with substance-use issues. We refer them for
rehabilitation, but they often fail to meet the programme’s expectations. (P3)

Participant 7 added:

Certain biological parents are unwilling to engage. They put minimal effort into
the reunification process and frequently miss the sessions arranged for them. (P7)

These examples illustrate resistance to structured interventions, which delays progress.
This is consistent with quantitative evidence linking cooperation to successful reunification.
96.1% (122 of 127) of participants in a quantitative study indicated that parents who
cooperate with social workers and are willing to change their circumstances contribute to
successful family reunification.

Holding Grudges Against Social Workers

The participants stated that it is challenging to work with biological parents because
some of them still hold grudges against social workers over the removal of children from
them. Some biological parents did not want to take responsibility for the removal of
children and still believed that the child should not have been removed from them. These
perceptions cause a negative atmosphere between biological parents and social workers, as
evident in the following statements from Participant 8:

It’s very sad that the biological parents are angry and do not want to work with us,
and blame us for everything that has happened. Most of them have the attitude
of “You take them away; you have to take care of them”. (P8)

Participant 14 added:

From the first time that reunification social workers started coming into the
picture, a lot has happened. So, the biological parents are already sceptical,
suspicious, and angry at reunification social workers, and most of the time do
not want anything to do with us. (P14)
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Participant 6 noted:

I think sometimes people are very negative to the social worker since the social
worker would have actually taken the children away. It is very difficult to have
a good relationship when they often struggle to understand that you think the
child cannot be in their care. (P6)

These sentiments demonstrate how mistrust and resentment undermine collaboration.
This finding can be linked to the finding in sub-theme 3.2.5.2, which indicated that some
biological parents do not cooperate with social workers.

Prioritising New Relationships over Their Children

Participants stated that, at times, it was challenging to work with biological parents
who had found a new relationship with either a boyfriend or a newborn child. Participant
3 explained:

I'had a case where a child was placed back with the biological mother, but the
biological mother got a new boyfriend and started to neglect the child, giving all
her attention to the boyfriend. (P3)

Participant 2 observed:

If they realise that they cannot have their children back, they end up having
another child in an attempt to replace the child that has been removed. In their
minds, they say, at least I have another child. They then tend to only focus on
this new child and neglect having contact with a child in alternative care. (P2)

Participant 8 added:

The strange thing is that when we remove a child, they become pregnant again;
they think in their minds that they are replacing that child. It's a weird thing that I
observed. So, either they want them now, and if they can’t have them, then they
make other children and write off the child that has been removed from them. (P8)

These findings highlight shifting parental priorities, which complicate reunification
efforts. This is aligned with the findings of a quantitative study, where 87.2% (109 of 125)
participants indicated that a step-parent who did not accommodate the removed child
made it challenging for family reunification to occur.

3.2.6. Uncooperative Foster Parents

Most participants stated that it is challenging to render family reunification services
because some foster parents were uncooperative and did not understand their role and
responsibility as foster parents. Some foster parents had over-bonded with the children
and no longer wanted the biological parents to have access to them. Participant 1 expressed
the challenges of uncooperative foster parents in the following words:

Some of the foster parents are uncooperative. They don’t understand their re-
sponsibilities and rights as caregivers; they deny biological parents access to their
children and don’t want to have anything to do with biological parents. (P1)

Participant 13 emphasised:

The challenge that we face is that of foster parents who are not willing to engage.
First and foremost, we need help from foster parents because they are the ones
staying with children. You can’t do it on your own, yet some foster parents do not
feel comfortable with children having contact with their biological parents. (P3)

Participant 9 added:
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So, it’s an issue of the foster parent not willing to cooperate by bringing a child
here at the office or allowing the child to visit the biological mother. The foster
mother will come up with all sorts of reasons why a child should not visit the
biological mother. (P9)

These responses indicate that resistance from foster parents restricts contact and delays
reunification, underscoring the need for better role clarification and support.

4. Discussion

Findings from the study shed light on various challenges faced by social workers
in rendering family reunification services. Being aware of the challenges presents an op-
portunity for stakeholders (including social workers, child protection organisations and
government departments) to self-reflect, self-introspect, and identify areas of improvement
to minimise the challenges so that children can be accorded their rights to family reunifica-
tion. The findings of this study point not merely to a set of discrete operational challenges,
but to a structurally constrained child protection system in which organisational logics,
resource scarcity, and professional discretion interact in ways that undermine the realisation
of children’s and families’ rights to reunification. A rights-based perspective foregrounds
the obligations of the state and its agents as duty bearers; however, the data illustrate how
everyday practice often departs from these normative commitments. Rather than viewing
poor record-keeping, low motivation, fragmented practice, and limited parental engage-
ment as isolated shortcomings, this discussion interprets them as mutually reinforcing
features of a system under strain.

A central concern is the erosion of administrative integrity, particularly in relation to
record-keeping. Inadequate documentation does not simply reflect individual negligence;
it signals a deeper misalignment between bureaucratic demands and practice conditions.
As noted by Chadambuka and Chikadzi, the failure to capture even basic information,
such as parental addresses, compromises tracing processes and delays reunification [52].
Within a rights-based framework, information management is not a technical add-on but a
foundational requirement for ensuring accountability, continuity of care, and procedural
fairness. Poor record-keeping thus becomes a mechanism through which rights are indi-
rectly violated, as it disables timely service delivery and weakens the evidentiary basis
for decision-making. This problem is exacerbated by high caseloads and administrative
overload [6], suggesting that documentation failures are embedded in systemic constraints
rather than solely in worker attitudes.

The apparent “passivity” or lack of motivation among social workers must also be
interpreted beyond individual deficit explanations. While Chauke [51], McFadden et al. [63],
and Khanyi and Malesa [53] link low morale to burnout, poor working conditions, and
resource shortages, the present findings suggest that motivation is structurally mediated by
what workers perceive as achievable and valued within the system. When organisational
performance indicators prioritise statutory compliance (e.g., court processes, foster care
supervision) over developmental outcomes such as reunification, social workers may
rationally deprioritise reunification activities. In this sense, “passivity” may reflect a form
of constrained agency shaped by institutional pressures rather than a lack of professional
commitment. This interpretation aligns with broader critiques of managerialism in social
work, where compliance-driven environments narrow the scope for relational and rights-
based practice.

The tension between foster care supervision and reunification work illustrates how
competing mandates within the child protection system generate fragmented practice. As
De Villiers observes, administrative and court-related demands often crowd out reunifi-
cation efforts [64]. From a rights-based perspective [65], this prioritisation is problematic
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because it undermines children’s rights to family life and participation [17]. Importantly,
the findings reveal that these competing priorities are not only temporal but relational. The
disconnect between foster care social workers and reunification workers contributes to
inconsistent communication, conflicting expectations, and ultimately strained relationships
among all stakeholders. Fragmented services undermine a holistic approach to reunification
service delivery as per the prescripts of a rights-based approach [25]. This fragmentation
cascades outward, often undermining cooperation between foster and biological parents
and reinforcing distrust among birth parents, who may already perceive the system as puni-
tive or intrusive [66-68]. Thus, organisational disjunctures at the professional level translate
into relational breakdowns at the family level, compounding barriers to reunification.

Closely linked to fragmentation is the lack of transparency in decision-making. The
findings suggest that some social workers withhold information or fail to engage families
openly about reunification processes. While this may be partly attributable to workload
pressures or uncertainty, it raises critical concerns about rights-based practice. Transparency,
participation, and accountability are core principles of a rights-based approach [13,43], and
their absence signals a drift toward paternalistic decision-making. Lombard emphasises
fairness and openness, yet the findings indicate that families are not consistently treated
as active rights holders [69]. Moreover, when children’s voices are marginalised, as noted
by Save the Children, the “best interests” principle risks being interpreted in a narrow,
adult-centric manner [70]. This suggests that the gap between policy ideals and practice
realities is not merely technical but deeply normative. Transparency in social work practice
is necessary for ensuring that social work practice does not violate human rights [23].

Supervisory deficits further intensify these challenges. As Nhedzi and Makofane
indicate, insufficient supervision leaves social workers without the reflective space and
guidance needed to navigate complex reunification cases [67]. Supervision, as argued by
Sibanda, is not only a support mechanism but a key instrument for empowering social
workers to provide efficient and effective family reunification services, reinforcing ethical
and rights-based practice [18]. Its absence contributes to inconsistent decision-making,
diminished accountability, and reduced professional confidence, which in turn affect
service quality. When combined with inadequate training, this creates a workforce that
is simultaneously overburdened and underprepared, conditions that are incompatible
with the demands of effective reunification practice. Insufficient training often leads to
misunderstandings and misconceptions among social workers on their role in exercising
their child protection mandates [7]. Inadequate training means social workers are not
familiar with the legislation on family reunification services, as observed in a study by
Patel and Hochfeld, which found that social workers felt ill-equipped in meeting their
social service legislative requirements [71]. Lack of training in family reunification results
in confusion and misunderstandings among service providers, which in turn derail service
provision. As Herselman et al. note, the training of child protection social workers should
incorporate guidelines on rendering family reunification services [50]. Capacity building
and empowerment, through training and induction, are some of the key features of a
rights-based approach [43].

Resource constraints remain a pervasive structural barrier. While Dominelli encour-
ages innovative responses to scarcity, the South African context demonstrates the limits
of such expectations [72]. In alignment with empirical evidence of studies by Herselman
etal. [50], Sibanda and Ngwabi [7], and Dlamini and Sewpaul [73], the study findings reveal
that material shortages, such as a lack of transport, directly impede service delivery. From a
rights-based standpoint, these constraints reflect a failure of the state to fulfil its obligations
as a duty bearer [58]. Crucially, resource scarcity interacts with high caseloads [52,74], lead-
ing to a shift from relational to procedural practice. As Roberts notes, reduced contact time
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weakens relationships with families, which are essential for successful reunification [75].
This shift reinforces a cycle in which limited engagement fosters parental resistance, which
in turn undermines reunification efforts.

Closely linked to resource constraints, the study findings revealed that the persistent
challenge of lack of access to programmes needed for facilitating family reunification by
addressing issues that contributed to the removal of children. This finding is confirmed
in the literature by Nhedzi and Makofane, who note that families often struggle to access
specialised services of psychologists and drug rehabilitation specialists [67]. This is the
case despite the pivotal role played by state psychologists in assessing families to provide
intervention plans and recommendations. According to Sibanda and Ngwabi, the lack of
access to programmes stems from inadequate funding of the South African child protection
sector [7]. Lack of access to programmes is against the principle of universal access, which
is one of the key principles of the rights-based approach [13]. The principle of universal
access rests upon the fact that all human rights are universal and inalienable, that everyone
is a rights holder, and that the state has the responsibility to respect and protect human
rights [76]. From a rights-based approach, social welfare services should be available to all
vulnerable groups. No individual or group should be denied access because of a lack of
resources [58].

The issue of parental non-cooperation must also be critically re-examined. While the
literature often attributes reunification failure to parental behaviour [74,77], the findings
suggest a more complex dynamic shaped by distrust, stigma, and prior negative interac-
tions with the system. Parents’ reluctance to engage may be understood as a response to
perceived surveillance and control rather than a simple lack of commitment. As Gockel
et al. [68] and Nhedzi and Makofane [67] note, feelings of anger and fear towards social
workers are common. At times, birth parents remain in denial about the nature of their
problems and refuse to engage in services; and in these cases, family reunification becomes
a distant possibility [17]. Relationship problems between different professionals involved in
family reunification services stem from the fact that they allocate inadequate time to build-
ing relationships between different stakeholders. A rights-based approach would require
addressing these relational ruptures by rebuilding trust and recognising parents (rights
holders) as partners of social workers (duty bearers) rather than obstacles [76]. Failure to
do so risks reproducing adversarial relationships that further impede reunification.

Taken together, the findings reveal a system in which structural constraints, organisa-
tional cultures, and relational dynamics converge to undermine family reunification. The
challenges identified, poor record-keeping, low motivation, competing priorities, limited
transparency, inadequate supervision and training, resource shortages, and parental resis-
tance, are not discrete issues but interconnected elements of a broader systemic problem. A
critical implication is that improving reunification outcomes requires more than technical
fixes; it demands systemic reform that aligns organisational practices with rights-based
principles. This includes rebalancing workloads, strengthening inter-professional collabo-
ration, investing in training and supervision, ensuring adequate resourcing, and fostering
more participatory and transparent engagement with families. Without such shifts, the gap
between the normative commitments of South Africa’s child protection framework and the
lived realities of practice is likely to persist.

5. Conclusions

The study found that social workers in South Africa face interconnected institutional,
infrastructural, human resource, and relational challenges in delivering family reunifica-
tion services. Key barriers include negative attitudes, poor supervision, lack of training,
resource shortages, high caseloads, and conflict among stakeholders. From a rights-based
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perspective, these challenges hinder the fulfilment of children’s rights to family care, sta-
bility, and meaningful parental contact. Resource constraints and systemic weaknesses
further delay reunification and limit parents” ability to address underlying issues. From a
rights-based approach, the government, as a duty bearer, has a responsibility to ensure that
adequate infrastructural, institutional, and human resources are available for rendering
family reunification services. Strained relationships will always challenge the rendering
of effective family reunification services due to the various parties sabotaging each other
and looking at their own interests instead of the interests of the child. Therefore, from a
rights-based approach that encourages collaborations and partnerships, efforts should be
made to improve relationships among all stakeholders in the family reunification sphere.

The application of a rights-based approach in rendering family reunification services
presents an opportunity for addressing challenges faced by social workers in rendering
family reunification services. It underscores the importance of empowering and capaci-
tating social workers to render efficient, effective, and timely family reunification services.
The findings highlight the need for integrated reforms, including improved supervision,
targeted training, better resource allocation, and reduced caseloads. Strengthening collabo-
ration between social workers, biological parents, and foster parents is also critical. Overall,
the study underscores the importance of reorienting child protection services towards a
rights-based approach that prioritises effective and timely family reunification in the best
interests of the child.

5.1. Limitations of the Study

Although the study was systematically designed to ensure methodological rigour and
analytical depth, several limitations warrant consideration. First, participants were drawn
from five established child protection organisations with substantial experience in service
delivery. While this facilitated access to knowledgeable respondents across varied practice
contexts, the findings may not fully reflect the experiences of all social workers engaged in
family reunification in South Africa, particularly those working in under-resourced, smaller,
or rural organisations beyond Gauteng Province.

Second, despite the use of total population sampling within the selected organisations,
the overall response rate of 69.4% raises the possibility of non-response bias. It is plausible
that the perspectives of the 30.6% of eligible participants who did not respond differ in
meaningful ways from those who participated, thereby potentially affecting the broader
applicability of the findings. The relatively small sample size presents an important
limitation; a larger and more diverse sample could have captured a broader range of
experiences, organisational contexts, and regional variations in service delivery. A small
sample narrows the scope of perspectives represented, limiting the extent to which the
findings can be applied to the wider population of social workers and child protection
organisations across South Africa. This limitation highlights the need for future studies to
replicate and extend this research using a larger, nationally representative sample. Such
studies should involve a wider array of child protection organisations, including those
operating in rural, peri-urban, and urban settings, and should incorporate a greater number
of social workers with varied levels of experience and professional backgrounds. Doing so
would enhance the robustness, transferability, and policy relevance of future findings.

Third, the study relied on self-reported data obtained through semi-structured inter-
views and structured questionnaires. Such data are inherently susceptible to factors such
as social desirability bias, recall inaccuracies, and subjective interpretation. Participants
may have minimised reported challenges or emphasised rights-based approaches in ways
that align with professional norms and expectations. Fourth, the cross-sectional design
constrains the ability to examine developments in reunification practices or outcomes over
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time. A longitudinal approach would yield more nuanced insights into the durability of
reunification efforts and the shifting nature of challenges encountered by social workers.

Finally, although the researchers’ professional experience in family reunification en-
hanced contextual sensitivity and facilitated participant engagement, it may also have
shaped data interpretation. Reflexive strategies, including the use of a reflective journal
and ongoing supervisory consultation, were employed to mitigate potential bias; however,
the possibility of residual subjectivity cannot be entirely discounted.

5.2. Significance and Implications of the Study

The findings contribute to a deeper understanding of the challenges faced by prac-
titioners, the systemic barriers that influence decision-making, and the opportunities for
strengthening service delivery. As such, the study offers an important foundation for the
development of comprehensive, contextually grounded family reunification services for
children in alternative care. This study reinforces that a rights-based approach is essential
for strengthening family reunification services in South Africa. Central to such an approach
is the recognition that children and their families have inherent rights to dignity, partic-
ipation, family life, and non-discrimination, as articulated in the Constitution of South
Africa and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The findings show that strong,
trust-based relationships between social workers and families are critical for realising these
rights in practice. Transparent communication, shared planning, and supportive guidance
help reduce parental anxiety and foster meaningful engagement, enabling families to par-
ticipate actively in decisions that affect them. Relationship-driven practice that is grounded
in empathy, respect, and a commitment to the child’s best interests supports the fulfilment
of children’s rights to family reunification.

Regular contact between social workers and birth parents increases the likelihood of
reunification by strengthening the relationships. Consistent engagement not only reduces
mistrust but also ensures that parents receive the information and support necessary to
exercise their right to family reunification and to access services that address the causes of
removal. However, high caseloads continue to undermine family reunification efforts. Ex-
cessive workloads are against the principles of a rights-based approach to family reunifica-
tion because they limit the time available for meaningful engagement, compromise service
quality, and may expose families to further harm. Reducing caseloads is therefore essential
for enabling social workers to uphold children’s rights to timely family reunification.

The study also highlights the importance of supporting foster parents as partners in
the reunification process. Ongoing training and collaboration with foster parents and bio-
logical parents enhance reunification outcomes and promote children’s rights to continuity
of care and stable relationships. Overall, the study findings demonstrate that successful
reunification depends on three interconnected pillars: rights-based participation of chil-
dren and families, respectful and empowering relationships among all stakeholders, and
consistent contact that supports the child’s right to family life.

5.3. Recommendations

The addressing of challenges faced by social workers in rendering family reunification
services requires well-thought-through institutional, infrastructural, inter-personal, rela-
tional, policy, and human resource arrangements. As such, the following recommendations
are made.

. Child protection organisations should collaborate with social work training institu-
tions to develop programmes that embed rights-based and empowerment-oriented
approaches.
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. Social workers should design creative, context-specific methods to motivate parental
participation in programmes addressing the causes of removal.

. The Department of Social Development should convene annual reunification confer-
ences where social workers share successful and challenging cases. These platforms
would promote collective learning, strengthen professional networks, and support
the realisation of children’s rights to family reunification.

. Child protection organisations should develop policies guiding relationship-building
activities. Accountability mechanisms, such as monthly reporting on home visits and
annual reporting on reunification outcomes, can help ensure that children’s rights to
timely reunification are upheld.

. Universities should collaborate with the Department of Social Development to conduct
further research on ways to address challenges faced by social workers in rendering
family reunification services.
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