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ABSTRACT

When conducting an urgent child removal without a court order, designated social workers
often marginalise the involvement of the child’s parents, although engaging with them is
essential to the process. The main aim of the study was to explore the experiences of parents
who have had their children urgently removed from their care by a designated social worker.
A qualitative approach and a case study research design were selected to achieve this aim.
Twelve participants whose cases had been managed by the Department of Social Development
were purposively selected. Data were gathered by conducting individual, semi-structured
interviews with the participants and data were thematically analysed. The principal finding was
that the urgent removal of a child has a negative impact on family functioning, and parents can
experience child removal as a traumatic event because it entails the ‘loss’ of their child. The
conclusion reached was that designated social workers often do not engage with parents from
the start of this statutory intervention process, even though they have a crucial role to play. The
main recommendation is that designated social workers become familiar with the trauma-
informed approach so that parents may feel more respected, supported and empowered, which
can lead to better outcomes.

Keywords: designated social worker; parental engagement; trauma-informed approach; urgent
child removal
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INTRODUCTION

Child maltreatment is a major problem in South Africa (Jamieson et al., 2017; Joyner, 2016;
Statistics South Africa, 2023; Ward et al., 2018) and consequently child protection services
have a high priority. In terms of child protection, designated social workers (DSWs) can render
services on different levels, namely prevention, early intervention, statutory intervention and
aftercare services (Van Niekerk & Matthias, 2019).

As in most countries around the world, child removal in South Africa is considered a last resort,
and this is mandated by the Children’s Act, No. 38 of 2005 (Republic of South Africa [RSA],
2006). Urgent child removal is only undertaken when other measures have proved to be
insufficient, and the child's safety or wellbeing is at immediate risk. Rather, if possible, family
preservation services should be prioritised in families that are “facing serious and immediate
threats to family functioning and stability and whose family members — particularly the child
— are in danger of out-of-home placement” (Department of Social Development [DSD], 2017,
p. 23). If urgent child removal is deemed to be in the best interests of the child, then family
preservation services should be rendered to families waiting for the outcome of court
procedures (Zimba et al., 2023).

Recent research in South Africa emphasises the need for improved communication and
collaboration between DSWs and parents to improve the child removal process and facilitate
positive outcomes for all parties concerned (Erasmus & Harris, 2023). This article focuses on
findings regarding parents’ voices, that is, their perspectives and experiences of the urgent child
removal process.

BACKGROUND, RATIONALE, PROBLEM STATEMENT AND LITERATURE
REVIEW

Background

The removal of a child from his or her parent’s/guardian’s/caregiver’s care to temporary safe
care (a form of temporary alternative care) is prescribed in terms of section 152 of the
Children’s Act. According to this section of the Act, a designated DSW or a police official may
remove a child and place the child in temporary safe care without a court order, if there are
reasonable grounds for believing that the child’s removal from his or her home is the best way
to secure the child’s safety and wellbeing. Instead of a court order, a Form 36 is issued in terms
of regulation 53 of the Children’s Act. The DSW must without delay, but in any event within
24 hours, inform the parent/caregiver of the removal of the child, if that person can readily be
traced. If the parent/caregiver is traced within 24 hours, a Form 37 serves as official notification
to the caregiver about the removal and the requirement to attend the Children's Court. Not later
than the next court day, the DSW must also inform the relevant clerk of the children’s court of
the removal of the child and within 24 hours and without delay report the matter to the relevant
provincial Department of Social Development (DSD).
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Rationale and problem statement

Parents need to be engaged in the statutory intervention process involving child removal to
produce favourable outcomes. This perspective is reiterated in the research literature
throughout the world. For example, Charest-Belzile et al. (2020, p. 117) draw attention to the
fact that many studies have established that “a positive parent-caseworker relationship can
instil hope, increase the acceptability of interventions, and reduce perceived barriers to
participation”. Similarly, Bouma et al. (2020, p. 117) point out that there is a consistent body
of research evidence that parents “report on the importance of transparency, being listened to,
being taken seriously, consideration of their points of view, and involvement in decision-
making”. The Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare in Australia (2020, p. 6)
conducted a systematic scoping exercise to identify and review literature models “where the
voice and experiences of parent(s) have been actively and intentionally sought”. Their key
findings indicate that meaningful parent engagement in child protection is achievable, but to
achieve this requires a skilled and culturally competent workforce.

In South Africa, Harris (2019) researched the challenges and experiences of parents regarding
child removal. He describes child removal as a confrontational process, because social workers
prioritise ensuring the safety of the child rather than adequately paying attention to the needs
of the parents. This interaction can lead to a mistrustful relationship between the social worker
and parents that in turn negatively affects parents’ engagement in the statutory intervention
process after removal of the child. The author emphasises the need to address this barrier in the
statutory intervention process to improve the outcome of the process (Harris, 2019). One must
also bear in mind that parents have constitutional rights to family care and parental care,
protected under Section 28 of the Constitution, which ensures that children are not removed
from family care unless for their safety.

On a personal note, the researcher is a social worker by profession and has conducted urgent
child removals in the Gauteng province of South Africa. She has observed that poor statutory
child protection services, including urgent child removal, usually negatively affect parents’
wellbeing, their attitudes towards the child protection system, and the outcomes of the family
reunification process.

This study focused on gaining insight into South African parents’ experiences of the child
removal process by listening to their voices in this regard. By so doing, designated social
workers could gain a better understanding of how to improve their services to parents during
and after urgent child removal.

Literature review

Research related to child maltreatment and possible removal of the child to temporary safe care
has tended to place certain topics at the forefront. For example, risk assessment has been well
researched globally (Dias et al., 2024; Ejrnas & Moesby-Jensen, 2021; McCafferty & Taylor,
2020), and in South Africa (Schiller & Strydom, 2018; Spies et al., 2018). In South Africa, the
DSWs responsible for conducting risk assessments should assess if the child concerned has
been maltreated or is at risk of being maltreated. Based on establishing whether the child is
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safe and a thorough risk assessment, the DSW must reach a decision, which must be in the best
interests of the child, whether to remove the child from existing conditions and place the child
in temporary safe care, pending further investigation (Hope & Van Wyk, 2019).

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child underpins Child Protection Services
across the globe (Falch-Eriksen, 2023, p. 31). Children have a right to participate in decision-
making in matters concerning them. Participating in the statutory intervention process is one
such right. For example, Woodman et al. (2023), who conducted research in Australia,
emphasise that to achieve good outcomes for children involved in child protection systems,
child participation is essential. In the UK, Toros and Falch-Eriksen (2021) and Dillon (2021)
stress children's right to express themselves in child protection casework. In South Africa,
academic literature that focuses on child protection issues also emphasises the right of the child
to participate in child protection matters (Jamieson & Manjang, 2024). More specifically,
Claasen and Spies (2017) emphasise that the voice of the child must be heard in children’s
court procedures.

Another issue comprehensively researched on a global basis is the impact of child removal on
the child. Many authors who are experts in the field of child protection stress that when children
are removed from their parents’ care, there are emotional, physiological and mental
consequences that are best understood as a trauma response (Crittenden & Spieker, 2023;
Helénsdotter, 2025; Sankaran et al., 2019; Trivedi, 2019). Furthermore, the effects of child
removal are detrimental to the wellbeing of the child if not managed effectively, and sometimes
the negative impacts are long-term and even permanent. Trivedi (2019, p. 526) conducted
research in the USA and commented that “Due to the child welfare system’s long history of
erring on the side of removal, taking children from their parents is widely considered the better
and safer course of action”.

Research concerning parents’ perceptions and experiences of urgent child removal is relatively
limited (Berrick et al., 2017; Berry, 2020). In England, during the child removal process,
listening to ‘the voice of parents’ is rarely a factor (Ross et al., 2017). Other international
research studies that have focused on urgent child removal highlight the importance of
collaborating with the child’s parents from the outset (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Berrick et al.,
2017; Jackson et al., 2017; Ross et al., 2017; Trivedi, 2019).

Research conducted in South Africa that specifically focuses on parents’ experiences of the
child removal process is also inadequate. Researchers recommend that research should focus
on actively involving the parents in the child removal process, because they have a significant
role to play in the process (Erasmus & Harris, 2023). If they are actively involved in the child
removal process themselves, and receive necessary support, this can have positive outcomes
for themselves and their children (Erasmus & Harris, 2023).

Research studies have also highlighted the challenges practitioners faced when trying to engage
parents in child protection services, because the family often has multiple and complicated
needs and rights. These needs to be addressed include mental health conditions, physical health
problems, disability, substance use, family violence, social exclusion, poverty and
unemployment (Hall et al., 2020).
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RESEARCH QUESTION, AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The main research question in this study reads as follows: “How do parents experience the
urgent removal of their child(ren) from their care by a designated social worker?”

The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe parents’ experiences when their
children are urgently removed from their care by a designated social worker.

To achieve this aim, the following three objectives were set:

e Explore the emotions and emotional experiences of parents who have had their
child(ren) urgently removed from their care by a designated social worker;

e Explore and describe these parents’ experiences regarding the services rendered by the
designated social worker during and after the urgent child removal process; and

e Gain an understanding of what these parents desire to be the outcome of the statutory
intervention process in respect of their child(ren).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK UNDERPINNING THE RESEARCH

The researcher selected Goldsworthy’s (2005) social work practice framework to manage grief
and loss, the family systems theory and trauma-informed practice to underpin her study. In
social work practice social workers should apply grief and loss theory from a perspective other
than a response to death and dying (Goldsworthy, 2005). The approach recognises that clients’
experience of ‘loss’ is diverse and unique, and social workers need to be continually mindful
of the context and meaning systems of social work service users. Furthermore, she points out
that this approach adopts a strengths-based perspective and supports social work values and
ethics. Goldsworthy’s (2005) framework is relevant to this study because parents can
experience the urgent removal of their child as a form of loss. International research studies
reinforce the view that parents can experience the removal of their child as traumatic and can
feel profound grief after the removal of their children (Lalayants & Saitadze, 2025; Ross et al.,
2017). A study conducted in South Africa focused on challenges experienced by parents whose
children are removed through a statutory process. The findings revealed that parents usually
experience removal of their child as a loss and enter a grieving process. This can have a
negative effect on the health (mental and physical) and general wellbeing of all members of
the family (Harris, 2019).

Because parents can experience the urgent child removal as a traumatic event (Lalayants &
Saitadze, 2025; Ross et al., 2017), a trauma-informed approach was considered relevant in this
study. In 2014 the internationally recognised Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA, 2014, p.10), which is based in America, identified six key
principles of the trauma-informed approach: 1. Safety; 2. Trustworthiness and Transparency;
3. Peer Support; 4. Collaboration and Mutuality; 5. Empowerment, Voice and Choice; and 6.
Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues. The researcher regarded the following four of these
principes as particularly pertinent regarding the urgent child removal process: 1. Safety means
that the DSW should try to keep the service user (parents in the context of this study) physically
and psychologically safe during removal of the child. Both the environment in which the
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interview is conducted and personal interactions with the parents should promote a sense of
safety. 2. To adhere to the principle of trustworthiness and transparency, the DSW should
ensure that any decisions regarding the child concerned are transparent, so that s/he can build
a trusting relationship with the parents. 3. In terms of collaboration and mutuality, the DSW
needs to demonstrate that healing occurs in relationships and the meaningful sharing of power.
Parents should engage in shared decision-making, choice, and in goal setting to determine the
plan of action. 4. The DSW can put into practice the principle of Empowerment, Voice and
Choice by recognising the parents’ strengths and building on them. It is important to note these
four principles are closely aligned with the core ethics and values of social work as set out by
the South African Council for Social Service Professions, namely social justice, respecting the
dignity and worth of all persons, professional integrity, competence, and professional
responsibility. Furthermore, research findings in South Africa have recognised the need for
social workers to integrate trauma-informed principles into policies and procedures to enhance
professional effectiveness and capacity for service (Erlank & Bopape, 2024).

The family systems theory, developed by Murray Bowen in the 1950s, can be regarded as a
valuable contribution in the field of child protection, because the family plays a crucial role in
caring and protecting the child (Davies et al., 2023). The family systems theory has been
explained as accounting for the numerous interlinked systems and sub-systems, each with its
own purpose and goals, that are embedded within the larger system, namely the environment
(Wulczyn et al., 2010). In terms of the family systems theory, the family system can be viewed
as a complex, deeply connected changing collection of parts, where each family member has a
known purpose or function within the boundaries of the family system (Lang, 2020, citing
Hammond, 2015). Family members are emotionally interdependent, and thus a change for one
member will impact on at least one other member and hence the whole system (Helm, 2023).
When one part of the system malfunctions, all other parts will be affected and this usually leads
to a dysfunction in the family system (Mabetha et al., 2024). The Family Systems theory “helps
provide insight on how subsystems (parents, children and siblings) and suprasystems (families
in relation to their extended families or relatives) function as a family” (Mabetha et al., 2024,
p. 60). This theory underpinned this study, because urgent child removal usually involves
removing a child from a dysfunctional family. The removal of a child exacerbates family
dysfunction, because there is a ‘breakdown’ of the family system through the separation.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research was based on an interpretivist paradigm to understand the subjective world of
parents whose child(ren) had been urgently removed from their care. This means that reality is
not seen as one fixed truth. It is understood as something that people create together through
their shared experiences and interactions. This paradigm is usually applied in conducting
qualitative research that focuses on participants sharing their personal experiences and
perceptions of phenomena (Ma & Ma, 2022). Qualitative research focuses on participants'
experiences, perceptions and behaviour. “It allows participants themselves to explain how,
why, or what they were thinking, feeling, and experiencing at a particular time or during an
event of interest” (Tenny et al., 2022, p. 1). The researcher wanted to gather rich and detailed
information from the parents regarding their own experiences and perspectives on the urgent
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removal of their child(ren).

A case study research design was selected because it is appropriate in qualitative research, and
the aim of this research was to gain an in-depth understanding of the case itself (Coombs,
2022). The ‘case’ explored in the study was the experiences of parents whose child(ren) had
been removed from their care in terms Section 152 of the Act and placed in temporary safe
care, pending the opening and finalisation of the Children’s Court Inquiry.

A ‘population’ can be described as a set of people from which a particular study can draw
relevant inferences (Babbie, 2021). In this study the population was parents whose child(ren)
had been urgently removed from their care by a DSW in the employ of the DSD in Gauteng.
Non-probability, purposive sampling was used to select a sample of research participants.
Purposive sampling involves the intentional selection of research participants based on their
ability to clarify a specific phenomenon (Robinson, 2023). The key criterion for selection of
the sample of the participants was: male and female adult parents whose child(ren) had been
urgently removed from their care by a DSW in the employ of the DSD. Parents who were
minors (i.e. under the age of 18 years) who otherwise met the inclusion criteria were excluded,
because this would have proved complicated and time consuming to obtain not only their assent
to participate in the study, but also the consent of their parents.

To recruit prospective participants the researcher requested DSWs who managed cases
involving urgent removal of a child from the parents to contact the parents who met the
selection criteria. The researcher provided the social workers who were willing to help recruit
suitable participants with a clear understanding of the purpose of the study and what the
research procedures would involve. The social workers subsequently provided the researcher
with the identifying particulars of parents who were willing to be involved in the study. The
researcher then contacted prospective participants and once again explained the purpose of the
study and what the research procedures would involve. She then invited the parents to sign a
consent form after explaining to them the different matters they were consenting to. Although
15 adults were initially recruited to participate in the study, only 12 consented to participate in
the research after learning about the purpose of the study in more detail.

To gather meaningful, rich data the researcher conducted face-to-face, semi-structured
interviews with the participants at a time and venue that were suitable for them. She used an
interview guide with a list of open-ended questions aligned with the research objectives to
guide the interviews. The researcher pre-tested the interview guide to check the flow of the
interview questions, identify unclear or irrelevant questions, and to estimate the approximate
time required to interview a participant (Hecker & Kalpokas, 2023). To do so, the researcher
conducted an interview with a parent who met the selection criteria. Minor adjustments were
made based on the interviewee’s feedback which involved simplifying some words in the
interview guide.

The researcher implemented Yin’s (2016) thematic analysis method to analyse data gathered.
The model is comprised of a five-phased cycle of compiling, disassembling, reassembling (and
arraying), interpreting data and arriving at a conclusion. During the compiling phase the
researcher gathered and organised all relevant data from her interview transcripts. Categorising
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the data involved first disassembling the data collected. During the reassembling phase the
researcher grouped these categories into themes related to the study objectives. The
interpretation phase involved describing and explaining the significance of these themes (Yin,
2016, p. 185).

The researcher tried to avoid interference by power dynamics through selecting participants
whom she did not know. The researcher had not worked as social worker at any of the DSD
offices in Gauteng from where clients were selected. To reduce researcher bias, she reflected
on information shared with her while gathering data. This activity was important to do because,
as mentioned, she too had conducted urgent child removals.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Aspects such as voluntary participation, informed consent, prevention of harm and ensuring
privacy, anonymity and confidentiality were taken into consideration in this study. Other
important principles and values guiding this study were social justice, respect for human rights,
individuals’ worth and dignity, integrity, upholding professional standards and caring about
the wellbeing of others. Prior to commencing with data gathering, the researcher received
ethical clearance to conduct research from the Wits Human Research Ethics Committee (non-
medical). The protocol number is H18/03/17. The DSD research office had granted written
permission for the researcher to conduct her research study. To embed ethical principles in the
study, prior to obtaining written consent from potential participants, the researcher provided
potential participants — in an honest and open manner — with the following information: the
purpose and procedures of the study; the time commitment involved; the voluntary nature of
participation and the fact that they could refuse to participate or could withdraw from the study
at any time without any negative consequences. They were also informed that they could refuse
to answer any questions that they felt uncomfortable answering, and this would be respected
by the researcher.

The researcher confirmed the confidential nature of the research study to research participants.
She explained that when gathering and analysing data, it would only be her supervisor who
would have access to the transcriptions of the data gathered. Also, the transcriptions would be
kept in a password-protected computer and anonymity would be guaranteed when the final
research report was submitted, because their names or any other identifying details would not
be included in the final research report. All names of participants were replaced with
pseudonyms. Signed consent forms were kept in a locked cabinet.

The researcher did not foresee the study exposing the participants to any risk, harm or
wrongdoing. However, social workers responsible for providing the researcher with the
identifying particulars of potential participants were also requested to refer participants to
appropriate professionals for counselling, if they experienced any distress during and/or after
the research. The research was also based on the same principles and rules stipulated by the
ethical code of the South African Council for Social Service Professions.
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TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE STUDY

Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability are the quality criteria for
qualitative research (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). These four dimensions of trustworthiness were
defined by Lincoln and Guba in 1985.

Credibility “establishes whether the research findings represent plausible information drawn
from the participants’ original data and are a correct interpretation of the participants’ original
views” (Korstjens & Moser, 2018, p. 121). The strategies the researcher implemented to
enhance credibility are as follows: after creating a rapport with the participants, she conducted
lengthy interviews with them to obtain detailed information about their personal experiences
regarding the urgent removal of their child(ren). To substantiate the themes she constructed
during the thematic analysis, she presents verbatim quotes of the participants and the context
within which they were expressed. She also observed participants’ non-verbal behaviour.
Although time restraints did not facilitate member checking, the researcher’s supervisor took
time to ascertain whether the themes constructed are credible.

Transferability of qualitative research findings is challenging and thus to enhance such
transferability the researcher provides potential users with detailed descriptions of the
participants, the context in which her research took place and the research methodology
adopted. This enables the reader to judge whether the researcher’s findings are transferable to
their own settings (Ahmed, 2024; Korstjens & Moser, 2018).

Dependability refers to the “stability of findings over time” (Anney, 2015, p. 278). To enhance
the dependability of the findings, the researcher left an audit trail. This was done by repeatedly
cross-checking the raw data she had gathered and making observation notes throughout the
research process.

Confirmability “describes the degree of neutrality or, in other words, the extent to which the
findings of a study reflect the respondents’ opinions and experiences rather than the
researchers’ biases, motivations, or interests (Kyngés et al., 2020, p. 41). To enhance
confirmability of the study, the researcher kept a journal in which she reflected where personal
biases might be coming to the fore, especially because she has had personal experience
managing cases of urgent child removal.

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe parents’ experiences when their
children were urgently removed from their care by a designated social worker. The
biographical particulars of the participants are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: The biographical details of participants

Pseudonym Age Gender Home language Employment status
Mpho 37 F Sesotho Employed
Boipelo 33 F Sesotho Unemployed
Funeka 43 F IsiXhosa Unemployed
Margaret 39 F Setswana Unemployed
Zinhle 29 F IsiZulu Employed
Sandile 29 M IsiZulu Employed
Lebogang 34 F Sesotho Unemployed
Tshepo 31 F Sesotho Unemployed
Nokhuthula 41 F IsiZulu Unemployed
Zodwa 38 F IsiZulu Unemployed
Bongiwe 32 F IsiXhosa Unemployed
Zoleka 38 F IsiXhosa Unemployed

Although the researcher did not select race as an inclusion criterion, all the participants are
African. Furthermore, only one man voluntarily agreed to participate in the study. It is probable
that the researcher was able to include only one man in the study because men generally find
it difficult to share their emotions, because they want to maintain their sense of masculinity
(Sikweyiya et al., 2025).

Below the researcher presents the themes she constructed based on Yin’s (2016) thematic
analysis process. She groups them under the three main objectives of her research.

Objective 1 Explore what are the emotions and emotional experiences of parents who
have had their child urgently removed from their care by a designated social worker

Theme 1: Mothers grieve because of their loss

Most of the mother participants reported feeling emotionally hurt when their children were
removed from their care. Mpho shared her views:

... because of the love one has for a child, it hurts a lot when that child is taken away, and
that pain is everlasting.... I still miss my child even though I know that she is with my sister
[who was legally acting as a temporary safe caregiver]. There are times when I sit and think,
if only my child was here, we would be talking about this and that. So indeed, it is not nice to
have a child taken away from you. ...you keep asking yourself, why did he do such a thing?
But you can’t get an answer ...so that forever remains an open wound.

Zinhle felt the social worker’s decision to remove her stepson from her care was not fair,
because she loved him, although she had made the mistake of physically punishing him:
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This deeply hurt me, and it took me a long time to come to terms with his removal. This did
not give me peace of mind at all... My heart was painful because this child was left under
my care, and I was seen as a bad person to him. This hurt me deeply because I love him,
and even now, I want to stay with him... This thing stays with me and is always in my mind.
1t’s like my life came to a standstill, like there is something that is standing in my way, and
I cannot move.

This theme aligns with international and national research findings related to the emotional
consequences for the parents after the urgent removal of their child. For example, Tasmanian
parents grieve when their child has been urgently removed from their care (Hinton, 2018).
Parents are “grief-stricken and devastated because of their child’s removal” (Quick & Scott,
2019, p. 486). Parents experience profound grief and loss when their child is taken from them,
even if this is done legally (Lalayants & Saitadze, 2025; Ross et al., 2017).

A research study conducted in North-West province identified the experiences of mothers
whose children had been removed from their care by DSDs, because their children had been
sexually abused and their safety was not guaranteed: “shock, anger, disbelief and [they] suffer
secondary trauma such as depression and post-traumatic stress disorder” (Masilo & Davhana-
Maselesele, 2017, p. 1). Another study conducted in South Africa a couple of years later
confirmed that parents experience the urgent removal of their child as traumatic and enter a
grieving process (Harris, 2019).

Social workers designated to conduct urgent child removal should be mindful that parents can
experience child removal as traumatic, typically followed by feelings of loss and grief. It is
important for DSWs to recognise Goldsworthy’s (2005) expanded grief and loss framework,
because her approach recognises that clients (parents in this study) experience child removal
as a form of ‘loss’ and grieve over this.

Theme 2: Anger is expressed when professional help is not forthcoming

The male participant (Sandile) was found guilty of physically abusing his adolescent son. He
explained that he still feels angry about the fact that he was found guilty, even though he had
reached out for support before his son’s removal. He added that he did not want to see the
social worker again who had removed his son.

I’'m angry at the system; it is totally diabolic because it separates a child from its parents ...
How am I going to feed my child if I'm just being criminalised like this? ... I don’t feel the
process was conducted in a fair manner ... I reported the matter to the social worker before
the incident. I reported it to Sahawi Clinic (pseudonym) ... twice seeking assistance, and to
Nadi police station (pseudonym). And I told them that [ was having problems with my child’s
behaviour, but the advice I got from them was not effective.

A wide range of feelings, including anger, are normal during the grieving process
(Goldsworthy, 2005). Sandile’s description of the circumstances leading up to his son’s
removal implies that some professionals who had listened to his concerns (in his case a social
worker and nurse) failed to bring the matter to the attention of relevant social workers, who
could have rendered secondary intervention services with family members and possibly prevent
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urgent removal. In terms of Section 110 (1) of the Children’s Act, professionals must report
concerns of possible child abuse to a social worker in the employ of DSD, or a designated child
protection organisation, or a police official.

This finding reinforces other findings both internationally and nationally. For example,
according to Child Welfare Information Gateway (2021), parents who enter the child welfare
system involuntarily often mistrust the system, and their mistrust may be expressed through a
range of negative emotions such as anger and frustration, scepticism and questioning. Research
studies conducted internationally suggest that ‘hostile’ relationships between the social worker
and the parents of the child are quite common in child protection cases, because in a sense the
parents are ‘involuntary’ clients. Research conducted in the USA found that parents blame the
social worker for the negative impact that the removal of the child had on their lives (Ferguson
et al., 2021). The poor relationship triggered by parents’ negative attitudes towards social
workers in cases of child removal is also emphasised in Saudi Arabia (Sold et al., 2024).

In South Africa, researchers have drawn attention to the conflict that arises between social
workers and parents because child removal is usually an adversarial process. This often leads
to feelings of mistrust between parents and the social workers involved (Erasmus & Harris,
2023; Harris, 2019). While the statutory framework provides clear procedures, it should not be
regarded as entirely rigid (Tyrrell et al., 2023). For example, social workers are encouraged to
exercise discretion in how they engage with families, offering opportunities for dialogue,
mediation, and support services before and during removal. These flexible practices can soften
the adversarial nature of the process, though parents may still project anger towards the social
worker either at the outset or later in the intervention.

Theme 3: Child removal negatively affects family functioning

It became apparent to the researcher that all members of the family are negatively affected by
the urgent removal of the child concerned. For example, Lebogang, a mother shared:
“Absolutely, all my children were affected; they couldn’t understand. Knowing they grew up
with him and that he was always naughty, always hitting and fighting with them, and suddenly,
he was removed.” She implied that the children were shocked and didn’t understand why their
sibling had been taken away from the home.

Although limited studies have focused on siblings’ experiences of child removal, this finding
confirms the evidence of a research study conducted in the USA that indicates that non-abused
children in the family system can also be negatively affected by family disruption and stress
based on their sibling’s removal. (Schreier et al., 2017).

Other research outcomes have emphasised that child removals threaten healthy family
functioning. When a child is removed, there is ‘separation’ between the child and other family
members, which can cause difficulties for the entire family (Sankaran et al., 2019). Thus, it is
important for DSWs to support parents and the child’s siblings in managing their emotions.
The researcher thinks that the family systems theory captures the fact that it is not only the
child being removed who can experience the urgent removal as traumatic, but all family
members because they are interconnected emotionally.
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The findings of this study suggest that it is not only relationships within the nuclear family
system that are ‘broken’, but those of the extended family as well. Lebogang pointed out that
members of the extended family were blaming her for exposing her daughter to risk and not
protecting her: “One incident has entirely torn the whole family apart in three different
directions. I do not have the same relationship with my parents, and my in-laws attack me every
chance they get. That’s what I live with daily.”

The negative responses of family members to Lebogang confirms the findings of international
studies. Researchers have highlighted that “mothers are blamed for a variety of negative
experiences and outcomes of their children, including child sexual abuse” (Toews et al., 2019,
p. 4661). Mothers are frequently reproached for not protecting their children in cases of abuse
because of the social norm that mothers are responsible for their children (Azzopardi, 2022).
Furthermore, in cases of intra-familial child sexual abuse, “mothers often report feeling
blamed, judged, and not understood by friends and other family members” (Scott, 2023, p. 9
citing Kilroy et al., 2014). These findings confirm the effect on the suprafamily subsystem as
explained in the family systems theory. The negative responses (including anger and blame) of
members of the extended family when child removal has taken place has not been well
researched.

Objective 2: Investigate how parents experienced the services rendered by the designated
social worker

Two themes related to this objective emerged, as discussed below.

Theme 1: Designated social workers do not engage parents from the time child removal
commences

Generally, participants felt frustrated and annoyed because they had not been involved in the
child removal process and were not allowed to express their thoughts and feelings.
Furthermore, after their child had been removed, the DSWs did not prioritise engaging them in
the assessment process before submitting a final court report to the Children’s Court
Magistrate. Zintle discussed how she had initiated contact with the DSW rather than waiting
for the social worker to contact her. She shared the following account:

I don’t remember them telling me anything. I was the one who involved myself and followed
up with them to know where my children were, and they agreed to take me to see my children
... In the beginning, I was allowed telephone contact with them ... all they said was they
were removing the children to place them in temporary safe care in Boksburg ... It made
me feel really sad, as my sister went to Johannesburg to see the social workers and I was
informed that they will come to my house, but they did not end up coming.

Lebogang emphasised that the decision to remove her son was made without first contacting her
to discuss the matter with her. She pointed out:
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I was not given an opportunity. It was written down in the report, but it was of no use
because everyone had made up their minds already before I even read the statement. My
child had already been removed ... I was told that he was in a place of safety ... There was
no follow-up letter, nothing. I had to keep on phoning ... Even when my son was moved to
the social worker in Lenasia, I didn’t get a single phone call from the social worker in
Lenasia until this incident happened where I had to phone. And even now, I have been
waiting for three weeks now for one phone call ... We are not paperwork. You can’t just
push around and put into files and swap from one file to another. We are real people.

Boipelo complained about a related experience:

No, I was not told about anything concerning the decision taken about her. It was as if [
didn’t exist ... I did not understand the reason behind them keeping the child away from me
and not telling me the whereabouts of the child. I don’t know if that’s how the social workers
do things or operate. It was not easy to get in contact with the social worker even though [
would see her at court because they would ensure that I don’t have any contact with her up
until today.

Zodwa described her unhappy encounter as follows:

The social worker never phoned me back. She had promised to help us with identity
documents, but she never came back ... I even went to her school to get the social worker’s
numbers because they took my child from school. They gave me the wrong numbers, which
is when I decided that if my child is not back by December, I will open a case against them
because they were not communicating with either me or my sister.

The above comments indicate that although these parents were keen to engage in the helping
process after their child’s removal, DSWs did not focus on parental needs and rights. This is
unfortunate, taking into consideration parental engagement in services for improving parent
and child functioning is an essential aspect for promoting changes in parents and family
preservation and reunification. Such engagement has been identified as an important protective

factor in (re)creating a family context that ensures child safety and wellbeing (Cheung et al.,
2010).

One important dimension of the working relationship is “an interpersonal relationship between
parent and worker, characterised by a sense of reciprocity or mutuality and good
communication” (Yatchmenoft, 2005, p. 87). If a social worker has poor communication skills,
this contributes to further disengagement of the parents (Healy et al., 2011).

Theme 2: Some designated social workers manage child removal in a professional manner

Although most of the participants bemoaned the fact that they were not consulted or included
in the removal process and subsequently found it difficult to contact the social worker, a couple
of participants expressed that they were grateful that the social worker involved them in the
removal process. For instance, Mpho responded:
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Yes, they did [give me the opportunity to decide in the removal process] from the beginning
... they first went to inspect my sister’s house in order to see whether it was safe for the child
to move in with her. When they were done, they came back to inform me that it was safe and
asked whether they could remove the child to go and stay with my sister and I gave them
that permission. My sister also agreed to take her in.

Similarly, although her children ended up being removed from her care, Funeka appreciated
that social workers came to her house to get her input regarding the removal of her children:

The social worker arrived at my house and asked my partner to move out of the house for
the safety of the children, or the children will have to be removed. I asked my partner to
move because I did not want my children to be removed, but he refused; as a result the
children were removed.

True engagement exists only in a supportive environment, where a trusting partnership between
social workers and parents can be built (Lehtme & Toros, 2020). Such engagement highlights
the importance of building trusting relationships where honesty, communication skills, and
providing information and explanations come into play (Gallagher et al., 2011). It is essential
that DSWs practice these skills in managing child removals.

Objective 3: Explore what the parents desire to be the outcome of the statutory
intervention process in respect of their child(ren)

Two themes reflect the answer to this objective.
Theme 1: Mothers desire punitive outcomes in statutory intervention

Mothers whose daughters had been sexually abused expressed a strong desire for statutory
intervention to deliver justice against perpetrators. Their expectations of the process were not
limited to child protection but extended to punitive measures, reflecting a belief that justice for
their child required visible accountability. For instance, Mpho’s daughter was sexually abused
by Mpho’s boyfriend, leaving Mpho with a strong desire to see justice prevail. She felt so
aggrieved that she even wished for the reintroduction of the death penalty:

1 just want to see justice being done. According to me, they should bring back the death
penalty if he is arrested and taken to jail. It is not nice to come home and being told that your
child has been raped. At least if you don’t know the perpetrator, it’s better. It is worse when
you know the perpetrator whom you know didn’t contribute anything toward the upbringing
of the child.

Mpho felt angry and blamed her boyfriend, not only for the physical, psychological and
emotional pain her daughter had experienced, but she also felt hurt and guilty. Years ago,
Pretorius et al. (2011) conducted research in South Africa that focused on mothers’ responses
after their daughters had been exposed to intra-familial sexual abuse. Their findings indicate
that the non-offending mother is likely to experience anger toward her partner and men in
general after she accepts that the abuse has taken place. Research conducted in the North-West
province of South Africa by Masilo and Davhana-Maselesele (2017) also highlight that
mothers can experience anger and feel the need for revenge.
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In a study carried out in the United States the researchers emphasised that child protection
professionals effectively engaging non-offending mothers is integral to successful
investigation and intervention with child victims of sexual abuse (Vaughan-Eden, 2022).
DSWs should note that McGookin (2023, p. 4) emphasises:

Empirical evidence indicates that to proactively and effectively support their children, non-
offending carers need to increase their knowledge about child sexual abuse and need
support to develop skills to manage the potential impact on their child(ren)’s behaviour,
development and wellbeing.

Research conducted in South Africa and Uganda identified a gap in the justice system when it
comes to child sexual abuse, especially when the offender is acquainted with the surviving
child (Lubaale, 2025). In South Africa “the incidence of sexual assault against children and the
percentage of convictions show a humongous gap” (Peter, 2024, p. 40).

Unfortunately, although children who have been sexually abused have relevant support systems
and policies to assist them in coping, there are no support programmes for non-offending
caregivers, such as mothers (Masilo & Davhana-Maselesele, 2017). These two authors
conducted research in the North-West province, South Africa and developed guidelines for
supporting mothers of sexually abused children to address their psychological trauma and lack
of support post-disclosure (Masilo & Davhana-Maselesele, 2017). DSWs need to be aware that
mothers usually experience secondary trauma when finding out that their daughters have been
sexually abused and, thus they must provide these mothers with support.

Theme 2: Child and family should be reunified

Family reunification services basically involve rendering planned intervention strategies to
children in alternative care, as well as to their families, so that children can be returned to the
care when this would be in the child’s best interests (Sibanda & Lombard, 2022, p.333). Parents
in this study expressed the desire to be reunified with their children as soon as possible. When
Feneka was interviewed, her children had recently been returned to her care. She emphasised
that parents should make ongoing efforts to be reunified with their children even before
finalisation of the Children’s Court Inquiry. She described how she managed to have her
children returned to her care and offered advice to other parents in similar circumstances:

That is why I did the follow-ups with the social workers, and I even went to Vereeniging.
They call it FAMSA [currently known as a Family Life Centre/, so that they can assist me to
get my children back. And I want to say that those parents should not sleep [but] be active
in getting their children back. They should not be happy that their children are not home.
They do not know where their child is or what they ate ... I don’t know how to put it in a
better way, but they must be very brave so they can get their children back because I am
very happy with my children, as you can see them.

Feneka’s response indicates that she was determined to have her children returned to her care
and consequently initiated contact with social workers. However, her statement also suggests
that sometimes DSWs do not make reasonable efforts to reunify child and parents before
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finalisation of the Children’s Court Enquiry (CCE). It is also important for DSWs to remember
temporary safe care is an interim placement in alternative care (DSD, 2019).

The findings of a study conducted at various child protection organisations in South Africa
indicated three main factors that make family reunification successful: “namely, parents who
are willing to change their circumstances, communication between all role players involved,
and support from the social worker” (Sibanda, 2024). If parents are not actively involved in the
statutory intervention process, which rarely takes less than three months to complete, this will
impede successful family reunification.

CONCLUSIONS

It is obvious from the research findings that participants experience the urgent removal of their
child as a traumatic incident involving ‘loss’ (i.e. the unwanted, legal separation from their
child). They enter a process of grieving, which does not seem to have received adequate
attention by DSWs during or after the child(ren)’s removal. In other words, DSWs typically do
not adopt a trauma-informed approach to practice.

Most participants implied that when their child was removed from their care, this had a negative
impact on family functioning. Not only were they negatively affected, but so were the siblings
of the child who had been removed. Members of the extended family can exacerbate family
functioning by projecting blame onto the mother of the child who was removed, because they
perceive her as having failed to ‘protect’ her child, which is a social norm. The consequences
of the disruption of family functioning can be explained in terms of the family systems theory,
which helps provide an understanding on how subsystems and suprasystems impact on the
family functioning.

Most study participants expressed dissatisfaction with the way the DSW interacted with them
during and after the urgent child removal process. Poor communication seems to have been the
core problem. Some participants felt disrespected; that their input was not necessary because
the child’s best interests must be prioritised. This finding suggests that DSWs sometimes focus
only on the needs of the child during the removal process, not realising this action can have a
negative impact on the parent’s sense of wellbeing and hinder the formation of a trusting
relationship. In many respects participants viewed the intervention style adopted by the DSW
as being disrespectful. There were only a few mothers who highlighted that they were involved
in the decision-making process and this initiated the formation of a trusting relationship.

One of the foremost desires of the participants was to be reunited with their children who had
been removed from their care. This attitude should be viewed as a strength, because it implies
parents are willing to strive towards actualising this desire. This reinforces the importance of
DSWs building trustworthy relationships with the parents. Both parties need to be actively
involved in family reunification as soon as possible after the removal of the children.

As with any research study, this one is not without its limitations. A core limitation is that the
researcher did not use methodological triangulation (such as is possible with a mixed-methods
approach) or data triangulation (for example, not only interviewing the parents, but also the

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk, 2026: 62(3)



639

children concerned and the designated social workers). This could have improved the general
credibility of the study.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommendations based on the study findings are outlined below.

Designated social workers need to be mindful that when they remove a child urgently from
their family system, parents typically experience this event as traumatic. To effectively address
parents’ needs, DSWs should adopt a trauma-informed approach that prioritises the principles
of trustworthiness, choice, collaboration and empowerment when conducting cases of urgent
child removal. These principles facilitate healthy communication and collaboration with the
parents from the onset of the removal process.

Since child removal usually further disrupts family functioning, DSWs should be guided by
the family systems theory. This theory can help them identify how the different family sub-
systems have been affected by the removal of the children and what steps can be taken to
improve family functioning.

The desire for reunification should be seen from a strengths-perspective, namely that parents
want to be actively involved in the case. Family reunification should not be left until the
Children’s Court Enquiry has been finalised. Rather these services should commence at the
time of the child’s removal.

It is also recommended that key strategies that support effective engagement of parents during
the statutory intervention process should be developed. For example, rather than just issuing
legal documents such as the Form 36, DSWs could use a template for a client-friendly letter
that is written in simple language, allays feelings of anxiety and shows respect for the parents
by emphasising the meaningful role they can play by being involved in the statutory
intervention process.

University students completing the Social Work degree should become familiar with the
importance of engaging parents in the statutory intervention process from the outset. Regular
in-service training workshops focusing on statutory intervention services should be presented.

Finally, further research focusing on parents’ experiences and perceptions of urgent child
removal should be conducted in South Africa on a broad scale and use methods of triangulation
to enhance the trustworthiness of the studies.
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