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BIBLIOTHERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUES FOR USE BY SOCIAL 

WORKERS AND CAREGIVERS  

Iralda Oelofsen, Herman Grobler 

INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 
All children need to grow up with a sense of belonging and security in order to maintain 
healthy relationships later in life (Erikson, 1969:239; McWhirten, 2007:189; Toerien, 

2001:31). Belonging is a basic human need that has to be met before certain other needs, 
such as self-actualisation and self-esteem, can be fulfilled (Erikson, 1969:238; Maslow, 

1970:43; Max-Neef, 1991:33). A lack of a sense of belonging leads to feelings of 
rejection, loneliness and an inability to engage in future relationships (Ding & Littleton, 

2005:i). Children who do not experience this sense of belonging can easily become 
involved in gangster activities, promiscuity or substance dependence in order to secure a 

false sense of belonging (Brendtro, Brokenleg & Van Bockern, 2002:9). Ideally, this 
need for belonging should be fulfilled within the primary family situation. However, the 

reality is that many children in South Africa do not live in what is generally regarded as 
the primary family, namely a family with two parents (Holborn & Eddy, 2011:1), but 
come from fractured families. Children from fractured families in disadvantaged 

communities have more complex needs to be met in order to feel secure (Ding & 
Littleton, 2005:iii; Holborn & Eddy, 2011:7; Minuchin, Colapinto & Minuchin, 

2007:10; Toerien, 2001:31; Yuen, 2005:7). 

Children living in disadvantaged communities face more hardships than their peers in 

more affluent communities, because disadvantaged communities are characterised by a 
lack of resources as well as poverty, violence and gangster activities (Elliot, Menard, 

Rankin, Elliot, Wilson & Huizinga, 2006:4; Minuchin et al., 2007:8). Social and 
psychological services are often unavailable in these communities and caregivers do not 

always know how to support the children in their care emotionally. The caregivers do 
not always realise this need for emotional support and have to be made aware of it and 

equipped with ways to provide it.  

Children from fractured families in disadvantaged communities also do not always have 
a sense of belonging with their primary caregivers, and are therefore prone to fall prey to 

destructive and false structures of belonging, such as gangs (Beck & Malley, 2003; 
Hamilton, 2005). Alternative ways of helping children who lack a sense of belonging 

should therefore be investigated. According to Pardeck (2005:47), the use of 
bibliotherapeutic techniques may be one such alternative approach and can be useful in 

helping children deal with emotional and adjustment problems. Malchiodi and Ginns-
Gruenberg (2008:171) mention that successful bibliotherapy moves children from their 

personal crises towards recovery through placing feelings and memories within a larger 
framework beyond the self. 

During the broader empirical research by Oelofsen (2012) on a sense of belonging of 
children in fractured families from disadvantaged communities, it was determined that 
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the need for an intervention programme regarding bibliotherapeutic techniques is 

twofold. Firstly, the social workers expressed a need for such a strategy in order to help 
the children to secure their sense of belonging within their families (Oelofsen, 

2012:187). Secondly, the caregivers had to become aware of the children’s needs 
regarding a sense of belonging. It transpired during the research that the caregivers often 

lacked the knowledge, resources and motivation to fulfil the children’s needs other than 
the basic needs of providing food and shelter (Oelofsen, 2012:187). Having kept these 

aspects in mind, the proposed intervention has to consist of various bibliotherapeutic 
techniques and activities in order to achieve its purpose.  

The goal of the research reported in this article was to develop, implement and evaluate 
bibliotherapeutic techniques for the use of social workers in disadvantaged communities 

in order to create a sense of belonging in children in their middle childhood, as well as to 
train the caregivers in becoming aware of the importance of a sense of belonging and the 

role they could play in utilising bibliotherapeutic techniques. 

DEFINITIONS OF CONCEPTS 

Fractured family 

Minuchin et al. (2007:6) define family as a special kind of system with structure, 
patterns and properties that provide  stability and organise change. A fractured family is 

one that does not consist of two married biological or adoptive parents (Holbern & 
Eddy, 2011). In practice, this means that children from fractured families live with only 

one parent, with grandparents, foster parents or other family members. To avoid 
confusion, the general term “caregiver” is used in the study to refer to the people 

responsible for the children. 

Caregiver 

For the purpose of this study the general term “caregiver” is used and refers to the 

people responsible for the children. The children who took part in the study were in the 
care of various people, such as a single parent, grandparent, other family member or 

foster mother. According to Barker (2003:57), a caregiver is one who provides for the 
physical, emotional and social needs of another person who is often is a dependant and 

cannot provide for his or her own needs. 

Children in their middle childhood 

Middle childhood refers to the years between the ages of six and 12, when most children 
are in primary school and before the onset of the adolescent years (Meyer, Moore & 

Santrock, 2006:227; Viljoen, 2008:202). 

Disadvantaged communities 

Smith, Cowie and Blades (2003:553-663) define the term “disadvantaged” as a 

relatively enduring condition that results in lower academic achievement at school and 
reduced opportunities in the wider society. It refers to social and/or cultural 

characteristics. The area where this study was conducted is a disadvantaged community, 
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as there is a lack of infrastructure and resources, and the poverty and unemployment 

rates are high. 

Bibliotherapeutic techniques 

Bibliotherapy entails the use of books and stories in order to help people to overcome 

emotional problems (Fitzgerald, 2007; Recob, 2008). For the purpose of this study 
bibliotherapy has been adapted to involve a series of activities (bibliotherapeutic 

techniques) in order to enhance a sense of belonging in children from fractured families.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

A qualitative research approach was followed, utilising the Design and Develop Model 
(D & D model) of intervention research, as described by Rothman and Thomas (1994:4). 

The specific intervention research model of Rothman and Thomas consists of six phases. 
For the purpose of this article Phases Three, Four and Five apply, with the focus on the 
design of the research, the early development and pilot testing of a preliminary 

intervention programme, as well as its evaluation and the development of an advanced 
intervention. 

The study took place in the northern suburbs of Port Elizabeth and was limited to 
children between the ages of 6 and 12 years, as well as their caregivers and social 

workers who work in the area. All the children were from fractured families. The 
information gained during the empirical research was used to compile bibliotherapeutic 

techniques for the use of social workers. It also transpired that the caregivers were 
unaware of the needs of the children regarding a sense of belonging. Therefore this 

shortcoming was also addressed in the context of utilising bibliotherapeutic techniques 
with their children.  

PHASE 3: DESIGN PHASE OF INTERVENTION RESEARCH 
In this phase it was necessary to design an observational system and to specify 
procedural elements of the intervention. The purpose of an observational system is to 

provide feedback for refining early prototypes (De Vos & Strydom, 2011:482). The 
persons who have to implement the final programme, namely the social workers, are 

therefore the ideal group to be involved in the observational system.  

Several problems emerged from the empirical research, which were identified as issues 

that needed to be addressed. 

 The children live in poor, overcrowded conditions. 

 They are subjected to violence, gang activities, use of drugs and alcohol abuse on a 

daily basis. 

 The caregivers are overwhelmed by, and expressed a feeling of helplessness 

regarding, the conditions in the community. 

 The children feel insecure and helpless in their situation. 

 Not all of the children have a healthy, trusting relationship with their caregivers. 

 The children have a need for nurturing interaction with their caregivers. 
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 The children express a need to play and have fun activities with their caregivers. 

 The caregivers are unaware of these needs of the children and focus mainly on 
meeting the basic needs such as food and shelter. 

 Resources in the community, such as schools, churches and reliable neighbours, can 

be utilised to enhance a feeling of belonging and safety in the children.  

 The social workers express a need for an intervention model that utilises 

bibliotherapeutic techniques to enhance a sense of belonging in the children. 

 The caregivers are not equipped to fulfil the children’s needs and the social workers 

would have to empower them to enhance a sense of belonging amongst the children 

in their care. 

These identified problems were used to create observational tools, which are discussed 

later in this article, to be used together with the bibliotherapeutic techniques. The 
purpose was to evaluate whether the techniques are workable and applicable to the target 

system, namely the children in their middle childhood in fractured families from 
disadvantaged communities. 

In order to develop a strategy for bibliotherapeutic techniques to be utilised by social 
workers, several other functional elements in other programmes were reviewed, as 

outlined below. 

Gestalt play therapy 

Gestalt play therapy, as developed by Oaklander (2003:143-155), relies on basic Gestalt 

principles and concepts. Elements of this approach were used because they address key 
aspects, as transpired from the literature, that are necessary in facilitating a sense of 

belonging (Alderfer, 1989:351; Erikson, 1969:238; Max-Neef, 1991:33), such as 
awareness, the children’s process, unfinished business, holism, change, organismic self-

regulation, empowerment, the phenomenological approach and field theory (Barber, 
2006:36; Joyce & Sills, 2010:27; Kirchner, 2004; Perls, 1973:7; Sharf, 2004:243; 
Yontef, 2005:300). 

Attachment theories  

Attachment forms the foundation for a sense of belonging (Berlin, 2005; Erikson, 
1969:238; Karen, 1998:15; Maslow, 1970:43; Santrock, 2006:332) and must therefore 

be taken into account in the formulation of techniques that would enhance a sense of 
belonging. 

The importance of play 

Play, just like stories, is a natural, part of childhood (Hepworth & Larsen, 1993:623). It 
is essential that children should have ample opportunity to play in their preschool and 

middle childhood years, as this is vital for their development and wellbeing (Talbot & 
Thornton, 2009:13). It is regarded a basic right of children to play, as recognised in the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989: Art. 31) 
and in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (African Charter, 
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1990: Art. 12). Talbot and Thornton (2009:9) stress that play should not be regarded as 

an optional extra, but as a basic right of children.  

Theraplay  

Theraplay is described as an engaging, playful, relationship-focused treatment method 

that is interactive, physical, personal and fun (Booth & Jernberg, 2010:3; Lucas, 2000:2; 
Morin, 1999:xii). Elements of theraplay can be used with great success in the proposed 

intervention, as it is easy to understand and does not acquire a high level of education, 
which makes it ideal for the caregivers in a disadvantaged community. Miller, Lender, 

Rubin and Lindaman (2010:405) argue that children from fractured families have a 
greater need for sound parenting, empathy and fun, and that theraplay can act as a 

healthy antidote to a painful past.  

Bibliotherapy 

Children have a natural liking for stories (Costello, 2000:45); therefore bibliotherapy can 

be used with success with children in order to address emotional problems (Burns, 
2005:3; Recob, 2008:vii; Sunderland, 2000:3). Children in their middle childhood years 

may not be able to verbalise their need for a sense of belonging, but by identifying with 
a character in a story who experiences a similar need, they can work through it and find 
alternatives to fulfil this need (Kriel, Rademeyer & Röhrs, 2010:4; Sorensen, 2008:9).  

The following elements of bibliotherapy were taken into account when creating the stories 
for children (Hendricks & Hendricks, 1998; Pardeck, 1998:5-10; Rubin, 1978:7): 

 The intervener must be familiar with the material; 

 The children must be able to identify with the plot, setting, dialogue and characters; 

 The material selected must express the same feelings or mood as the child; 

 The emotional and chronological age of the child must be considered;  

 Good coping strategies must be modelled; 

 The length and complexity of the material must be appropriate for the child; 

 The story must capture the child’s attention and interest. 

Traditional bibliotherapy that utilises only books to address problems is not a practical 
approach in a disadvantaged community. The empirical research study found that some 

of the caregivers were illiterate, the community was poor and it did not have easy access 
to books and libraries. The proposed intervention thus utilised bibliotherapy in the broad 

sense of the word and would therefore make use of various activities that can be linked 
to bibliotherapy by the use of storytelling (Malchiodi & Ginns-Gruenberg, 2008:171).  

In addition to problems listed by participants that needed to be addressed in the 
intervention, the social workers also had the following requirements for the proposed 

bibliotherapeutic techniques: 

 The techniques must be simple and easy to apply; 

 It must relate to the children in the disadvantaged community concerned; 
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 Some caregivers are illiterate, therefore the activities they need to do should utilise 

pictures or games to convey the desired message. 

 Everything needed for the techniques must be either supplied to the caregivers or 

already available, as the caregivers do not have the means or resources to obtain the 
aids. 

The intervention consists of two parts. The first one was for the social workers, where 

the following procedural elements were required: 

 The ability to engage in a meaningful therapeutic relationship with children in their 

middle childhood; 

 A sound understanding of development theories and child development; 

 A clear understanding of the importance of a sense of belonging and the effects of a 

lack thereof; 

 An empathic understanding of the realities and challenges of people living in 

disadvantaged communities; 

 A belief that people have the ability to change; 

 The desire to help people in difficult situations to look for alternatives within their 

settings in order to cope with their problems; 

 Experience in group work, should the caregivers be trained in a group setting. 

The second part of the intervention was focused on the caregivers and took the form of a 
training programme, where the caregivers are taught the importance of a sense of 

belonging and ways to create it in the children in their care. A training programme for 
caregivers in enhancing a sense of belonging in their children was compiled specifically 

for the use of a professional facilitator, preferably a social worker. It is recommended 
that the training should take place in a group setting. The following suggestions 

regarding such group training should be taken into account. 

 The caregivers must realise that they are valuable partners in the therapeutic process 

between the social worker and the children. 

 The care that the care caregivers give the children under difficult circumstances must 

be acknowledged. 

 The facilitator must be sensitive to the various educational levels of the caregivers in 

the group. 

 The message that the caregivers have the ability to perform the required tasks must 

be emphasised. 

 The information must be shared in a simple, practical way that everybody can 
understand. 

 The caregivers must buy into the concept that seemingly simple and “useless” 

activities such as playing a game serve a deeper and important purpose. 
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 The caregivers must realise that they have to do the activities together with the 

children. 

 Everything they will need to complete the activities, for example books, crayons, 

play dough, Prestick, must be provided. 

 It is important to have follow-up sessions. 

PHASE 4: EARLY DEVELOPMENT AND PILOT TESTING 

Developing a preliminary intervention 
The aspects mentioned in phase three were taken into account in order to develop a 

preliminary intervention that could serve to enhance a sense of belonging in children 
from fractured families in disadvantaged communities. 

As part of the pilot testing, two social workers were requested to evaluate the prototype 
of the intervention. The intervention activities were also performed with three children 

in order to determine whether they were practical and viable. Subsequently some 
alterations were made on the basis of the comments of the social workers and children.  

PHASE 5: PRELIMINARY BIBLIOTHERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUES FOR 

USE BY SOCIAL WORKERS 
The following bibliotherapeutic techniques were developed for the use of social workers 

in assisting children who lack a sense of belonging. The techniques are intended to be 
used over several sessions, depending on the children’s circumstances and emotional 
capacity.  

The use of an emotions card 

The purpose of using the emotions card is to enable children who have difficulty in 
verbalising their feelings to communicate them via pictures of different emotions. It will 

also help children to identify and understand their emotions. They can be used with all 
activities where children struggle to communicate their emotions. The facilitator must 

ask the children to identify a face on the card that reflects their feelings, and then ask 
what emotion this picture reflects, if the children experience the same feeling, and then 

proceed to discuss the reason for this emotion. They can then discuss possible activities 
that will help the children to deal with this emotion, for example, to box a pillow when 

they are angry.  

Assessing my home and community 

This activity was used to assess children’s attitudes towards their home and community, 

as well as to determine with whom they identify, where their sense of belonging is 
focused and to identify problematic relationships at home. 

The children are handed a set of pictures and asked to choose from it those pictures that 

represent the people in their homes. They must then put these pictures on an outline of a 
house. The social worker has to determine who each picture represents, whom they will 

go to if they have a secret, are scared, who they do not want in the house, who is not 
there but they would have liked to be in the house. From another set of pictures the 
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children have to choose the pictures that represent the people in their immediate 

community. The same questions as above must be asked about the community, in order 
to determine if the children experience a sense of belonging in the community and if 

there is any social capital that can be utilised. 

Playing snakes and ladders 

The primary purpose of this activity is to enhance the therapeutic relationship between 

the children and the social worker. It also raises awareness of the activities that create a 
sense of belonging and identifies aspects that cause unhappiness. This creates 

opportunities for the social worker to discuss these activities with the children. 

The social worker and children play the game on the provided board with a dice and 

tokens. When a player lands on a picture, the child must explain what is happening in 
the picture and what feeling the picture generates for him/her. The emotions card can be 

used as an aid if necessary. They then proceed to determine whether the children have 
ever experienced a similar emotion, and discuss the cause and results of the events. 

Feelings about winning or losing can also be discussed. The children can be asked which 
feelings they liked best, or dislike, and the reasons for this. 

Interpreting the story of Tommy the Little Train Car 

The story can be used with younger children who have been placed in alternative care. 

The social worker must read the story to the children, discuss the emotions in the story, 
draw parallels between the story and their lives, and help them to identify with the 

character in the story. They must then develop an insight into the reality of their lives, 
that life continues despite loss and that the future, although different, is not necessarily 

bad. Younger children can colour the picture of the train in order to reinforce the 
message. 

Completing the two hearts 

The purpose of this activity is to help the children to identify aspects  that cause 
happiness or sadness. It also gives the children the opportunity to identify alternatives 

that will create happy and secure feelings. It raises awareness that, although they might 
have scars, it is possible to become “whole” again. The children are shown pictures of 

the two hearts. 

The social worker must ask the children to describe what the picture of the broken heart 
looks like, if their hearts ever felt like this. The children or social worker then writes 

events down that caused the children’s hearts to break next to the picture and the 
emotions caused by this. On the picture of the second heart, the children must be helped 

to identify people or situations that can help them to make their hearts “whole” again, 
which they write on the separate parts of the heart. They must discuss what else they 

need to complete their hearts, after which they can colour and decorate the heart.  

Constructing a tree of belonging 

Through this activity the children will gain a better understanding of their family and 

where they come from. It will make their past more visual and concrete in order to help 
the children to build their own identity, as well as create a sense of belonging in their 
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new family. With the help of a family member the social worker must try to obtain 

photos or stories about the children’s family of origin. 

In the picture of the family tree, the roots represent the children’s ancestors, where they 

live, what they did and any known stories or songs that they used to tell or sing. These 
can be written on the picture. On the trunk they have to write down the children’s 

grandparents’ names, where they live and anything else known about them. The 
branches represent the children’s parents, uncles, aunts, siblings, and anything known 

about them. If there are no photos available, the children can draw pictures of them. All 
the information on the tree must then be discussed, for example, who they remember or 

miss. 

The family tree does not have to be technically correct, as long as it makes sense to the 

children and tells a story about their past and background. On the picture of the Tree of 
belonging the names of the foster family/new family are written. It must be explained to 

the children that although they may not be related, all of them are now part of a new tree 
and that everybody has his/her own place in this tree and are connected because they 
share one tree (home). The children must be assisted to identify activities and aspects 

that will help them to feel part of the new family (such as helping with chores and 
sharing a bedroom with foster child.) 

Interpreting the story of a new home for Mia 

The purpose of this story is to explain foster care by means of a story. By reading the 
story, the social worker must help the children to understand and accept their situation, 

work through their feelings and determine what will enhance a sense of belonging in 
their new home. 

Completing the puzzle 

Through completing this activity, the children will gain insight into the missing parts of 
their lives, the feelings these losses cause and create a new puzzle of belonging. The 

children are given a puzzle to build, but some of the pieces are missing. Their feelings 
about this incomplete picture are discussed, and they can write on the back of the puzzle 

which aspects of their lives the other parts represent, and who the missing part 
represents. The social worker then hands them the missing part, but it is in a different 
colour from the rest of the puzzle. They can identify what events or people in their lives 

represent this new piece that completes the puzzle. If they turn the puzzle around, the 
picture is complete. The social worker must help the children to draw comparisons 

between this and their lives.  

Connect the pictures 

The purpose of this activity is to identify activities that create a sense of belonging for 

the children, and those that cause them to feel unsafe. The children must connect the 
pictures on the one side of the paper to corresponding ones on the other side. They must 

be reassured that there are not any right or wrong answers, and it is only their opinions 
that count. The pictures and their responses to them must then be discussed and 
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connected to situations in their lives, thereby identifying activities that create a sense of 

belonging for the children. 

Creating memory and belonging boxes 

Through this activity the children can be helped to cope with past losses and to gain 

comfort by remembering the good aspects of the past, as well as to create a sense of 
belonging in their new family. 

With the memory box, the children are asked to talk about all the nice and good aspects 
they can remember about their previous family/missing/deceased parent. They must then 

find articles that remind them of the abovementioned, such as a piece of material, beads 
or photos. The children can write letters to the person concerned and place them in a 

box. The children then keep the box with them in a safe place; they can take objects out 
and look at them whenever they feel sad about missing their family. 

The belonging box is initially empty. Every time something nice happens in the new 
family, the children must put something that reminds them of the event in the box (e.g. 

outing to beach, put shell in box). The children must be helped to identify aspects that 
create a sense of security and belonging, e.g. foster mom reads story, picture of piglets 
reminds them of that. 

Completing the story of Terry and the gang 

This story conveys the message that sometimes people try to find a sense of belonging in 
the wrong places and that our choices have an influence on our future. Older children 

can read the story themselves, or the social worker can read it to them. The children 
must choose how they will complete the story. The different endings must be discussed 

and applied to their lives. 

Freeing the paper doll 

This activity tells a visual story about how emotions and events from the past can 

entangle a person and prevent him or her from moving on. With the help of the social 
worker, the children are asked about the sad or bad things that they think happened to an 

imaginary boy or girl, represented by the paper doll. For every aspect they mention, a 
piece of string is wound around the doll’s body. Discuss possible alternatives, which can 

unwind these strings that are strangling the doll. If a satisfactory solution is found, the 
piece of string can be unwound. Ask if there are any similarities between the doll’s story 
and their own. Discuss the situations and find alternatives. The doll can be coloured.  

Telling my own story 

By means of several pictures, the children are asked to create their own stories. The 
social worker discusses the stories with them, explores the meaning of the characters and 

draws parallels to their lives. Alternatives can be found and incorporated into the story.  

Defining my own identity 

A picture of a spaceship is used and the children are asked to pretend they are some of 

the aliens on the spaceship that has landed in the front garden. They must explain to the 
social worker what they find in the house and street, who and what they like and dislike, 
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and whether they would like to stay there. The purpose is to determine how the children 

perceive themselves and their environment. When the story is discussed, the social 
worker asks the children if this is similar to their own lives and what they would like to 

change. 

PRELIMINARY TRAINING TO CREATE AWARENESS IN CARE-

GIVERS REGARDING THE NEED FOR A SENSE OF BELONGING 

From the caregivers’ responses during the empirical research it became clear that they 
were unaware of the need for a sense of belonging in the children in their care. In order 

to help them to strengthen the emotional bond with their children, it is necessary that the 
social workers train the caregivers regarding the importance of a sense of belonging and 

ways in which to enhance it.  

The purpose of the training session for the caregivers was primarily to raise awareness 
of the need for a sense of belonging in the children in their care, as well as introducing 

them to activities that will enhance the children’s sense of belonging. The caregivers’ 
intellectual levels and social circumstances have to be taken into account in developing 

the training. The training took place in a group setting, as the interaction between the 
caregivers served as extra motivation to complete the activities. The session lasted about 

three hours. 

Contents of programme 

The group members were welcomed and the purpose of the meeting was explained, that 

is, to teach them new, simple activities through which they can improve the wellbeing of 
the children in their care. The facilitator was sensitive to the educational levels of the 

caregivers, for example, not assuming that all could read and write. Playing a short ice-
breaker game, like dividing into two teams and competing to see which team can keep a 

balloon afloat the longest, helped them to relax and reminded them of the value and fun 
of playing games. The discussion then proceeded to give them background knowledge 
regarding the importance of a sense of belonging in children.  

Human needs 

With the aid of a simplified diagram of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow,  

1970:340), the caregivers were informed on basic human needs. Practical examples that 
they could understand were used to illustrate why the primary needs must first be met 
before the next need can be addressed. To capture their interest pictures of Bowlby’s 

(1982) well-known monkeys in the wire cages were shown and explained. 

A sense of belonging was explained in simple language, as a feeling to feel secure, safe, 

at ease, part of a family, group or community (Brendtro et al., 2002:12). With the aid of 
Maslow’s (1970:340) diagram it was explained that all other needs depend on the 

successful satisfaction of this need, as a person can only grow emotionally if he feels 
safe and secure. Erikson’s theory was explained that a baby has to develop a sense of 

safety, security and trust with its mother, otherwise it will grow up with a sense of 
distrust (Erikson, 1969:238). 
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The results of non-belonging 

The results of non-belonging were discussed, like feelings of distrust and insecurity, 
poor school progress (because nobody cares), drug and alcohol abuse, involvement in 

gangster activities or sexual relationships at a young age. It is emphasised that if this 
cycle is not broken, the children will eventually become parents who are unable to 
provide a sense of belonging to their children. 

The caregivers had to become aware that all the children in their care were from 
fractured families and that they were already exposed to trauma and violence, which 

could be an indication that they did not develop a trusting relationship with their initial 
primary caregivers. This made them much more susceptible to the above dangers.  

It was important that the caregivers understood the necessity to intervene at this stage of 
their children’s lives, while the children were still in their middle childhood. The 

caregivers therefore had to make an extra effort to reach out to the children and create in 
them the feelings that they were accepted for who they are – that they were loved and 

worthy, warts and all. 

Activities to create a sense of belonging 

It was of utmost importance that the caregivers understood that these activities were not 

meant to keep bored children out of mischief, but that the whole purpose of every 
activity was that they should spend time with the children and that everything should be 

done with the children. The purpose of all the exercises was to strengthen the bond 
between them and to fulfil the children’s needs for interacting in a playful way with their 

children. 

Six things a child needs to hear 

Every caregiver was handed a laminated card with the six things a child needs to hear on 
it (Girls & Boys Town, 2011). They were asked to stick this card up somewhere in the 

house where everybody would see it, and try to say at least one of the six things to the 
children on a daily basis. 

Caring deeds 

The caregivers had to be aware of the fact that deeds speak much louder than words, and 
that the children would much rather experience a sense of belonging by what they did 

than by what they were told. It was explained that although the activities might seem 
childish and like a waste of time, this was what the children expressed a need for and 

were therefore worth trying out. They were thus asked to do as many as possible of the 
following activities. 

Rituals: The importance of family rituals was explained to the caregivers. Examples are 
to have story telling time at bed time, to sing together on Sunday evenings, and to have a 

special treat on someone’s birthday. This will help to make the children feel that they 
belong in the family and are important. The caregivers had to think of something they 

can start as a ritual in their families. 
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Own space: The caregivers were encouraged to create a space in the house, however 

small, for each child that he or she can call his/her own. Even if the children have to 
share a bed, each child should at least have a bag, box or shelf where they can keep their 

own stuff that is out of bounds for the other family members. This creates a sense of 
self-worth and belonging for the children. This is also a way for them to learn important 

values such as respect for someone else’s belongings. 

Stories: All children love stories, and even if the family do not possess any books, this 

should not stop them telling stories to their children. The caregivers were encouraged to 
tell the children stories of their own childhood, how they overcame difficulties and how 

they lived. 

Playing of games: The caregivers had to name the games they used to play as children 

and were encouraged to teach these games to their children and, when it was physically 
possible, play these games with the children. Any other physical games, such as hide and 

seek, could also be played. 

Nurturing activities: It was explained to the caregivers that whenever a basic need is not 
met, this need remains with the person until it is met at a later stage. During the 

empirical research the children expressed the need to be nurtured. The caregivers were 
therefore encouraged to focus on nurturing activities, such as bathing younger children, 

combing their hair, applying hand lotion, massaging of their backs and tucking them into 
bed. It was stressed that special care had to be taken with these activities, especially 

when a child was subjected to abuse. Safe places to touch, like hands, arms, heads and 
shoulders, as well as great sensitivity to the children’s needs and reactions were 

explained. The same applied to putting a younger child on the lap, and for hugs and 
cuddles.  

Emotions card: Each caregiver was handed a laminated card with faces representing 
different emotions, as well as an arrow made of paper that could be stuck on a face. 

They had to put this card up somewhere in the house and ask the children every morning 
to select a face that represented their feelings. These feelings should then be discussed.  

Snakes and ladders: An adapted, laminated board of snakes and ladders, tokens and a 

dice were provided to each caregiver. The game was explained, especially the use of the 
pictures, which all represented belonging or a lack thereof. Whenever somebody landed 

on a picture, they had to discuss the picture and the feelings it provoked.  

Play dough: Each caregiver was provided with a tub of play dough. It was stressed that 

they had to play with the children, that there were no rules, but that everybody could do 
with the dough whatever they wanted to, as long as they discussed the objects and tried 

to tell a little story about the object they created. 

Colouring books and crayons: They had to use the provided books and crayons with the 

children. When they completed the picture, they had to discuss the picture, what the 
children liked or disliked about the picture. If possible, they had to create their own story 

about the picture.  
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Story books: Each caregiver received a story book, which they had to read to the 

children at bedtime and discuss the story with the children. Care was taken that the 
caregivers who were illiterate did not feel exposed. They received picture books and 

were asked to discuss the pictures with the children, and to let the children tell a story 
about the pictures. Otherwise other family members were asked to read the story to the 

children. 

Magazines: Each caregiver received a few old magazines, which they had to use to read 

the children’s sections to their children, or to cut out any pictures the children liked and 
stuck them in a book. They had to discuss the children’s pictures with them. They were 

encouraged to make their own picture books with the children. 

A sense of belonging in the community 

All the caregivers were asked to identify one person in their immediate neighbourhood 

who could act as a substitute if the caregiver was unavailable. It had to be someone who 
could be trusted, with whom the children felt comfortable, and to whom they could turn 

in times of need. The caregivers had to ensure that they had a standing agreement with 
such a person that the children could go there whenever there was a need and the 

caregiver was unavailable. The children should be informed of this  agreement and the 
name and contact details should be given to the social worker. 

Recording of activities 

The caregivers were asked to do as many as possible of the activities for the next two 

weeks. Every caregiver received a recording sheet. The facilitator ensured that 
everybody knew how to complete it. The caregivers who could not read had to ask 

someone else to help them with the recording. They were requested to record all the 
activities they performed with the children. A follow-up group meeting during which the 

results were discussed took place after two weeks. 

EVALUATION AND ADVANCED DEVELOPMENT 

After the contents of the proposed intervention has been determined, the fifth step of the 
design and develop model entails that an experimental design must be selected, and that 

data must be collected and analysed (De Vos & Strydom, 2011:485). This was done by 
handing the following set of bibliotherapeutic techniques to social workers to test with 
children, as well as doing a training session with caregivers. 

Selecting an experimental design 

The purpose of this research project was to develop bibliotherapeutic techniques that 
would enhance a sense of belonging in children in fractured families from disadvantaged 

communities. The objectives were therefore to provide social workers with such 
techniques to use in their therapy with children, as well as information for a training 

session to raise the knowledge base and awareness of the caregivers regarding the 
children’s need for belonging. The aspects that were evaluated were consequently 

whether the proposed techniques were comprehensive, feasible and user-friendly, as 
well as whether the training of the caregivers succeeded in raising their awareness and 

provided them with the information and means to complete activities with the children. 
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The intention of this research project was not to measure the level of the sense of 

belonging in the children, but only to provide the means with which a sense of belonging 
could be enhanced. One of the aspects that was measured was the feasibility of the 

bibliotherapeutic techniques. 

The proposed bibliotherapeutic techniques to be used by social workers in their therapy 

with children were evaluated by the social workers by means of evaluation forms. Eight 
social workers were asked to test and evaluate the techniques. These activities took place 

under field conditions, as the same people who were initially involved in the focus 
groups in phase two were asked to evaluate the intervention programme. The social 

workers worked in the community and were aware of the conditions and problems of the 
children and caregivers. 

Another aspect that had to change was the caregivers’ knowledge about a sense of 
belonging. In this case it is the knowledge level of the caregivers regarding a sense of 

belonging. Because the same caregivers who were involved in the focus groups were 
part of the experimental group of nine caregivers, the baseline of their knowledge level 
was already known. Their knowledge about this aspect was again tested after the 

intervention took place by means of the recording sheets and by interviewing the 
children who participated in the activities. 

Evaluation of the techniques for social workers  

The bibliotherapeutic techniques were given to eight social workers to test and evaluate. 
They had to comment on each activity and evaluate whether the instructions were clear, 

workable, had the desired outcome and whether they will use it in future. They had to 
complete an evaluation form, which was summarised by the researcher. Adaptations 

were made on the basis of their responses. Some of the social workers commented that 
they would like a short refresher course about a sense of belonging and the effects that a 

lack thereof has on a child. This opportunity can also be used to train the social workers 
in the presentation of the training of the caregivers. 

Evaluation of the training of caregivers 

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the training of the caregivers, as well as the 
extent to which they completed the activities, focus group meetings were held with the 
children in their care, as well as with the caregivers. The following information was 

gained from the groups. 

Evaluation of the children’s experiences of the implementation of the sense of 

belonging activities 

A focus group meeting comprising of the children in the care of the caregivers involved 
in the training session was held in order to determine how they experienced the 

activities. Their permission and that of their caregivers was obtained to record the group 
with a video camera. The group meeting was informal and started with a game to put the 

children at ease. They were then encouraged to talk about the activities their caregivers 
did with them during the previous two weeks. 
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From their responses it was clear that all the caregivers were very conscientious in 

obeying all the instructions in implementing the activities. The children liked all the 
activities and their responses confirmed the finding in phase two that it is not really the 

activity itself that is important to the children, but the fact that their caregivers spent 
time with them. The children’s favourite activities were those related to the emotions 

card, snakes and ladders, stories, books and magazines. The younger children enjoyed 
the nurturing activities, but the older ones scoffed at them. 

While the discussion was taking place, the children could either colour in pictures, or 
make a collage of important aspects of their lives by using magazine pictures. Some 

children who chose to colour in nevertheless took some magazines and tried to hide 
them from the other children. They clearly loved to page through magazines, but 

because of their economic situation magazines are a luxury item which their caregivers 
could not afford. This led to the realisation that old magazines can be used with great 

success to create stories. Using magazine pictures would also be a solution to the 
problem relating to the fact that some of the caregivers cannot read. New and creative 
ways must be found to supply the caregivers with old magazines.    

Evaluation of the caregivers’ experience with the utilising of the techniques  

The caregivers who were involved in the training session met after two weeks for an 
evaluation session. They were asked to complete activity sheets on all the activities they 

had done during the previous two weeks. During the meeting they were asked about 
their experiences when doing the activities, the children’s reactions and the feasibility of 

the techniques. This session was also videotaped with their permission.  

The overwhelming response of the caregivers was that they enjoyed doing the activities 

with the children, the children reacted very positively to the activities and that they 
created a closer relationship between them and the children. They mentioned a side-

effect that had not been foreseen, namely that the rest of the family voluntarily took part 
in the activities and that this led to positive bonding between all the family members.  

From the caregivers’ responses it appeared that implementing the emotion cards, snakes 
and ladders and physical nurturing were the favourite activities, and that they did them 

on a daily basis. It is possible that the novelty of these activities will wear off in time, 
but it is also evident that the caregivers are willing to try out new approaches and to 

cooperate, if they are provided with the necessary tools and understand why they have to 
do it. 

A surprising fact was that most of the caregivers followed the suggestion to teach their 

children some of the old games that they played as children. They reported that they had 
great fun in doing so. This created a relaxed and accommodating atmosphere in the 

home, which brought them closer to the children. All the caregivers who did this 
reported that they enjoyed the games and it helped them to relax. All of those who could, 

did read the books to the children. One of the two illiterate people asked a family 
member to read the story to the children. The other person did not have the opportunity 

to ask someone to read the book, but she did spend some time with the children looking 
at the magazines. 
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The caregivers were evaluated in an informal way to determine whether they understood 

the rationale behind the activities. From their responses it was clear that they understood 
at least the most important aspect, which is to create a sense of belonging in the children 

in their care. One caregiver commented that she could not believe that simple, everyday 
and easy activities could have such an effect on the emotions in the house, but after she 

experienced it, she wanted to continue with it. It was clear that their knowledge level 
regarding the importance of a sense of belonging and ways in which it can be achieved 

improved after the training and the completing of the activities. 

The caregivers were motivated to continue with the activities. They seemed willing and 

eager to do them and expressed a need to meet on a regular basis to discuss the problems 
they have and to share possible solutions with each other. From this request the idea 

evolved that they want to pass on their children’s clothes that are too small to the others. 
This excellent idea led to the further realisation that they could also trade and borrow 

books and other aids, such as play dough or puzzles. This will expand the limited pool of 
available books and educational toys. These suggestions are concrete ways in which the 
social capital in the community can be strengthened. 

REFINING THE BIBLIOTHERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUES 
The last step in phase five is to refine the intervention. According to De Vos and 

Strydom (2011:486), the necessary changes must be made in order to ensure that all 
errors are corrected. This involved attending to the techniques for social workers and the 

training for caregivers. 

Techniques for social workers 

With the exception of a few recommendations, the social workers felt that most of the 

techniques could be used in their original form. The whole set of activities was refined 
by suggesting that an arch-lever file must be used for each child. The social worker and 
child can decorate the file and write the child’s name on the front, with the title “My 

Book of Belonging”. All the documentary items relating to the activities must be kept in 
this file and the child can keep it after the therapy is completed. Other stories, notes or 

drawings can also be added. This will raise the child’s self-awareness and enhance his or 
her sense of belonging. 

Training for caregivers  

The contents of the training programme for the caregivers remain unaltered and will be 
bound in a manual for the use of the social workers. Several suggestions were added 

after considering the comments of the children and caregivers. 

 A follow-up session must take place after two weeks to evaluate the caregivers’ 

experiences. This serves as added motivation for the caregivers to complete the 
activities. 

 It is important that the caregivers who are involved in the training programme should 

keep in touch with each other. This serves as an additional motivation and 

strengthens the social capital in the community. 

http://socialwork.journals.ac.za/

http://dx.doi.org/10.15270/49-3-53



404 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2013:49(3) 

 A group session once a term will serve as a further motivation to continue with the 

activities. It will also encourage and support the caregivers, who often feel 

overwhelmed with their situation. 

 The social workers must build up a collection of books and magazines, which can be 
distributed among the caregivers. They can swap the books at group meetings. The 

caregivers do not have the means to purchase these items.  

 The same can be done with educational toys. Board games seem to be a favourite 
among the children and families, and different games can be rotated between the 

families. 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

From the responses of the social workers, it seemed that they have a need for a refresher 
course on a sense of belonging and to train the caregivers in engaging with the children 

in order to enhance a sense of belonging. The content of the course should include the 
following: 

 The importance of a sense of belonging;  

 The challenges experienced by caregivers from fractured families in disadvantaged 
communities;  

  The concept of social capital and how to utilise it with regards to enhancing a sense 

of belonging;  

 Bibliotherapy and bibliotherapeutic techniques; 

 The contents and implementation of the bibliotherapeutic techniques;  

 The contents and training of the caregivers in enhancing the children in their care’s 

sense of belonging.  

As each child’s situation is different, the social workers must use their own discretion as 
to which of the bibliotherapeutic activities to use at a certain time. With the exception of 

utilising the emotions card and the snakes and ladders game, only one activity should be 
done per session. 

Regarding the training of the caregivers, their disadvantaged circumstances should 
always be kept in mind and nothing should be taken for granted. It should, for example, 

not be taken for granted that everybody can read and write, or that every household has 
magazines or books. Everything that the caregivers would need to do the activities with 
their children must be provided, as they do not have the means to buy items such as 

crayons and colouring books.  

Follow-up sessions for the caregivers are vital to the success of the intervention. They 

serve several purposes, such as to keep them motivated to continue with the activities, 
and they provide support and relief from their situation as well as serving as a source of 

social capital. 

The suggestion from the caregivers to meet at regular intervals and to exchange clothes, 

toys and games is something that is worth exploring. 
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Several limitations were experienced. The fact that some of the caregivers are illiterate is 

a serious limitation in proposing bibliotherapeutic techniques. It was therefore necessary 
to be creative in order to provide other means by which stories can be shared, such as 

picture books and magazines. 

The poverty and lack of resources in the community were another limitation. The 

caregivers and children do not have access to libraries and books. Even a relatively 
cheap game like snakes and ladders is a novelty that was thoroughly enjoyed by the 

whole family. This places an extra burden on the social workers in the sense that such 
games must be provided. 

Some of the caregivers are old and sickly, and have difficulty in getting to the venue for 
meetings. Transport has to be provided for them. 

CONCLUSION 
The needs of the children in fractured families from disadvantaged communities 
regarding a sense of belonging, their social workers as well as the caregivers’ 

requirements to provide for this need of the children were taken into account when the 
intervention was developed. It transpired that the children did not always experience a 

sense of belonging with their caregivers, and that the caregivers were unaware of this 
need. The intervention consequently focused on two aspects, namely to provide 

bibliotherapeutic techniques for the social workers to facilitate the development of a 
sense of belonging in the children, and to provide a training manual for the caregivers in 

order to raise their awareness about the children’s need for a sense of belonging, and to 
teach them activities to enhance the children’s sense of belonging. 

The researcher developed bibliotherapeutic techniques for the use of the social workers, 
as well as a training session for the caregivers. After they were tested and evaluated by 
the social workers and caregivers, the necessary refinement was done in order to make 

them more effective. They are now ready for the sixth phase of the intervention model, 
i.e. their dissemination. 
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