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1.1

1)

CHAPIER 1

!’RUBLEM FORMULATION
Introduction
In this chapter the tesearcher aims to draw atiention (o the services offered to
troubled teenagers and their Families by social workers in child and family
wellare agencies. These scrvices are explored through an examination of the

attitudes oi the social workers towards troubled teenapers.

The merease i leenage criminality, the proliferation ol gang cultures, drug
abuse, school drop-outs and teenape pregnancy is cause for concern. These
are practical probiems that require action from communitics. In this regard
social workers are the frontline professionals dealing with troubled youths.
This chapter looks at the problems that are evident in interventions with
troubled youths: the goals and objectives of the study are set oul, the rescarch
question is defined, the research design is discussed and the presentation of

the data and himitations of the study are explained.

FProblew: statement

The research question addiessed in this study relates 10 the attitudes of

social workers eimployed at child and family welfare agencies in Gauteng
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towards troubled youths. The research was undertaken in 1999, with the
purpose of encouraging sociai workers and their agencies to pay attention
to this area of service that appears to be neglected or actively avoided.
Social workers are motivaled 10 examine their confidence, skills and
atlitudes in their work with teenagers, as an initial means of empowering

them to develop professionally.

social workers employed in child and family welfare agencies require a
wide range of skills. Dealing with anti-social youths and their families
demands speciaiised knowledge and skiils.  [nformation about the general
attitudes of social workers in this particular field of service provides useful
data which could be utifised for in-service training courses, effective
supervision and the improvement of services to youths and iheir families

coming into the welfare system for assislance.

South Africa has experienced a major paradigm shifi in the last {our years.
The welfure and the legal systemns have undergone significant
transformation which had led most social workers in the field of chuld and
family care to experience confusion and stress. In order to maintain their

professional status and remain effeclive, social workers must examine



3.
their personal, moral, social and political attitudes, as these have an impacl

on their services to troubled youths and their families.

Discussions with social workers al places of safety, residential facilities
and industrial schools suggesl that in most cases neither the youths who
are adinitted 1o these institutions nor their families have had the benefit of
effective therapeutic counselling prior to the opening of a children’s cournt
enquiry. Consullations with social workers in the field indicate that they
[eel they are unable to deliver effective services (o youths and their
families because there is fittle co-operation and co-ordination between the

various service providers.

Child and family wellare agencies are ollen overloaded with casework. In
order to cope wilh the workload, the age of the children to whom services
are provided s reduced {rom the age of 18 to the age of 12, The situation
at present is thal soine agencies refer cases of teenage problems and
uncontroflable youths to the Departmeni of Wellare and Population
Development. This department is often not easily accessible as the offices
are, in most cases some distance away from the cornmumnity. As a resuit,
travelling to some of the centers, such as that in Germiston, is costly, time

consuming and difficult as (wo or three taxi rides may be necessary.
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1.3 The reasons why agencies refer cases of troubled youths

1.3.1 Short term placements
Places of safety provide emergency, temporary accommodation for troubled
teenagers from the date on which the Form 4 (Section 14(4) of the Child
Care Act No. 74 of 1983) is issued for the emergency removal of the
teenager. The teenager remains in a place of safety in order for the social
worker to make an assessment and undertake a full investigation of his or her
personal circumstances, so that a comprehensive report can be submitted for
the finalisation of the Children’s Court enquiry. Places of safety are often
full which places the social worker under pressure to protect the teenager

who is exposed to difficult or life threatening circumstances.

1.3.2 Long term placements
Children’s homes provide long term accommodation for children who do not
have parents or who cannot live at home as they would be at nsk of neglect
or physical or emotional abuse. Each children’s home has its own rules and

criteria for admission which preclude many adolescents

For example, some children’s homes will only accept children up to the age
of fourteen, while others will not accept children with behaviour problems
or will only accept children on the basis that they are able to return to themr

parents within a period of one year.
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Industrial schools provide accommodation for children who have educational
or behavioural problems. However, the facilitics and environment in these
institutions is frequently not ideal due to the lack of discipline, bullying by

peers and the availability of illegal drugs.

Fostercare involves placing a child with a family in the community. This is
often considered to be the best permanent placement option if a child cannot
live with his or her own family. However fostercare is seldom recommended
due to the behavioural and emotional problems associated with troubled
youths, as well as ihe difficulty of imposing rules and discipline on a teenager
who has often not had boundaries imposed on him or her in the past. These
teenagers commonly have difficulty verbalising their feelings and express

thetr frustrations through destructive behaviour.

Multiple systems

Work with adolescents requires consultation with parents, other relatives,
teachers and the peer éroup. In some cases thc parents are divorced and
unresolved conflict between them resulls in blaming one another {or their
teenager’s problems. The youth may also have set ideas that are an integral
part of the problem situation. In order to assist youths the co-operation of the

parents is required. The social worker’s task is made difficult when the

»
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parents cannot be located, have no apparent interest in the future of their
child, or cannot reach agreement about what plan would be in the best

interest of their child.

1.3.4 Low self-esteem
Trouhled adoleseents often have experiences of failure, conflict and
wnsupportive environments which result in the lowenng of self-esteem.
Low self-esteem is expenenced by most troubled teenagers and assisiing the
youth to build a positive a self-image s an essential part of any treaiment

programme for troubled youths.

1.3.5 Aunthority figures
Many adolescents have limited social skills on which they are able to draw in
interactions with authority figures. They also have difficulty expressing their

feelings of frustration and disappointment to adults.

1.3.6 Hostility
Some troubled adolescents are hostile and unwilling chents They may have
been referred to a welfare agency against their will and often do not have an

understanding of the destructive nature of their behaviour.



1.3.7 Assessment
Psychological and educational assessment is often required to establish
whether the needs of youths can be met in children’s homes or in industnal
schools. Institutions offering this service, such as the Transvaal Memorial
Institute (TMI) have a waiting list and admisston procedure which together
result in lengthy delays or limited access. The school system previously
provided this service, but due to budget cuts now has a limited capacity to

carry out the relevant tests.

1.3.8 Discipline and containment

Most institutions have adopted an “open door” policy. If teenagers repeatedly
disobey the rules, or abscond, they are asked to leave and the supervising
social worker has the responsibility of making alternative arrangements for

the youth,

1.3.9 Educational, psychelogical and emational needs

Academic achievement and career prospects must be considered when
placing a teenager. Some teenagers have educational, psycholopical or
emotional difficultics with which they should have been assisted in primary
school, however, the education and health systems do not have thz resources

or capacity to identify and treat these problems adequately.
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1.4 The nature and scope of social work intervention with troubled youths
In view of the aboave problems, providing soctal work services to troubled
youths presents a demanding challenge for the social worker. ‘Therapeutic
intervention requires an exploration of the youth’s primary and secondary
environments, Family meetings and wvisits to schools and homes are
necessary. A greal deal of commitment and time i_s required from the social
worker in order to provide a professional service to troubled teenagers. This
must be backed up by supervision and agency support fo prevent social

workers becoming exhausted

T would argue that a closer examination of the welfare services offered to
teenagers and their famihes is long overdue. It would appear that the welfare
community in South Africa is failing to provide a healthy, supportive chimate
for youths in general. This is evident from the levels of poor achievemant at
school (reflected in the low matriculation pass rates), the increasing numbers
of pupils repeating classes and the numbers of pupils dropping out of school.
Problems such as teemage pregnancy, delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse,

violence and the gang culture plagne many communities.

The numbers of Grade 8 to Grade 12 pupils repeating class for the third time

in Gauteng government schools averaged 3.83% of the total number of high
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school pupils in 1996, Learners who interrupted their schooling and
reapplied for entrance in 1996 was 1,02% for Grade 11 and 1.09% for Grade
12 (1996 and 1997 annual schools surveys). An article in The Star (5 May
1999) entitled ‘One in two school kids tries drugs’ suggests: “Half of
(Gauteng’s high schoo! pupils are experimenting with drugs. Of those, about
10% are regular drug abusers. One in three — and, 1n the higher standards, as

many as one in two — school going youngsters is expenimenting with drugs”.

The Report of the Committee of Inquiry in the Abuse of Drugs (1970) states
that evidence given by teachers, parents, psychiatrists and other professionals
confirms that drug abuse seriously impairs the performance of children at
school. Other aspects of substance abuse that detrimentally affect youths are
personality and social adjustment, outlook on life, and moral and ethical
values. Nicholas (1994) found that these youths often join a group where
accepted social norms are rejected and malpractices such as illegal drug use,
abnormal and criminal behaviour are the done thing. Unwelcome
preghancies may also result from the abuse of drugs. Nicholas (1994) states
that Sapire (1988) found, in a local hospital survey, that 75% of pregnancies
were unintended and 20% of these were women under 19 years of age.
Nicholas further states that the consequences of black high school pupils

becoming pregnant are cxacerbated by their generally impovernished
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backgrounds and the limited options they have as teenage mothers and
fathers. He argues that counselling centers must therefore regard the task of
assisting clients who are exposed 1o the tisk of unwanted pregnancy as
particularly serious. Loening (1992) writes that the frequently unhappy
consequences of pregnancy in adolescence range from ‘early termination’
{(procured abortion), to abandonment of the baby, to neglect and

maltreatment, recurrent infections and mainutrition, through to early death,

In consideration of the above, the caring profession and the formal welfare
sector must consider whether they are providing an effective service to
troubled youths. The Department of Welfare and Population Deveiopment
launched a programme in 1998 entitled “Project Go’. This programme is
aimed at relieving the overloaded residential child care facilities in the
country. This includes places of safety, children’s homes, industrial schoals
and reform schools. The programme is directed at providing more
comprehensive services in the community in order to avoid placing and
keeping children, unnecessarily, in residential care. 1t was thus introduced to

alleviate problems, particulatly in the youth care system.

The non-profit organisations, (NPOs) must examine the nature and impaet of

their services and consider whether these can be judged to be selective. Their
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state subsidies could be reduced or cancelled if they are not providing a
comprehensive family care service, including services to troubled youths. A
starting point for social workers could be to examine their professional
competency in this field. In order to do so, they should look inwards at their
attitudes and concems, and from this, work towards providing effective

services to youths and their families.

Goal and objectives
The goal of the proposed research project is to explore the attitudes of social
workers towards troubled teenagers. Arising from this the following research
objectives have been identified:
* 1o conduct a literature review of social workers’ attitudes towards

troubled youth
* 1o factlitate social workers” reflections on their work with

troubled youths by means of two focus groups

*  to propose recommendations for the management of troubled youths.

Research question
The research is exploratory in nature, the question to be explored is:

‘What is the attitude of social workers towards troubled teenagers?’
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The data collected will be both qualitative and quantitative. The following

terms will be explored and described in terms of the perceptions of the social

workers who participated in the two focus groups.

The working definitions of the concepts to be explored are:

®

‘attitudes’: “a way of  regarding, considering and permanent,
disposilion or reaction (10 a person or thing)”

“troubled’: “a “difficully’ or distress, vexation, affliction.....be disturbed
or worried

‘teenager’: ““person in teens”

‘teens™:  “years of one’s age from 13 to 197

Pocket Oxford Dictionary (1985)

The research design

The research is exploratory donc in a participatory mode where Llhe

respondents become the researchers of the problem using their own

expeniences as data (Collins 42:1999),

A focus group is used as the instrument of data collection. A focus group is

particularly useful in exploratory research wherce little is known about the

subject under review, and when the topic is related to non-specific concepts



I3.
that deal with feelings and attitudes (Steward & Shamdasani 1990:15). The

information obtained often provides the basis for further resecarch.

The facilitator/researcher, who has ten years’ experience working with
troubled vouths, participates in the group discussion. The researcher’s
personal biases are:

* Parenis have a tendency to relinquish their responsibility for their
troubled teenager after consulting the social worker.

*  Social workers are under pressure to remove youths and place them in
institutions due to the lack of therapeutic and community support
systems.

*  The system for placement of troubled youths does not benefit youths
due to limited options,

* Social workers intetlectualise and rationalise their performance in terms
of limited resources and the political climate.

*  Social workers have a sympathetic attitude towards troubled youths.

The researcher provides some structure by imposing a few group rules at the
beginning of the session. However, the researcher takes care not to unduly
influence the discussion by verbalising her biases and asks open ended
questtons, focussing on the work and attitudes of’ group members.

The group rules are as follows:
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The participants are regarded as experts in the field of family care and
the ideas of each person are valid and should be treated with
respect.
The group discussion s limited to issues directly related to
the research question. The group leader indicates when the members
af the group digress from the main topic. Acceptable topics are those
that are directly related to the members’ work with troubled teenagers,
with specitic emphasis on the attitudes of the members, The focus
group is not a forum for complaint or nepative sentiment about
wellare agencies. The aim of the focus group is to enable workers to
explore their personal feelings about their work with troubled youths,
The group leader facilitates a discussion in the structure of a focus
group. A focus group is a research technique whereby a facilitator
meets with small groups to present a project or subject and solicits
input from the participants (Denning and Verschelden 1993:578). The
subject of the soctal workers™ attitudes towards work with trouble
teenagers is then put to the group for discussion,
A semi-structured group format is followed, in which the members are
given some latitude to explore their own views pertaining to the

research question.
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Grinnell (1985:313) states that a semi-structured group format is usually
conducted with respondents who share a common experience of knowledge.
In this research the members of the focus group have betwecn three and

fifteen years” experience in working with troubled youths and their families.

Stewart & Shamdasani (1990:18) advise that once the research question has
been clearly stated, precise questions must be drawn up in order to obtain
the information required for the research. They warn the researcher that a
focus group should not be allowed to become a directionless conversation
among group members. Questions are circulated to the focus group

members one week before the group is due to meet (see Appendix 1).

A follow-up focus group session is convened approximately four weeks after
the initial session, when feedback on the data generated from the first
session is discussed with the group members. Suggestions for improving
social workers® attitudes towards their work with troubled youths and their

families are recorded.

Data processing
The group members’ responses to the questions and their discussion of
topics 1s video-taped, enabling the researcher to undertake a detailed study

of the dialogue at a later stage. The data is categorised according to the
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16.

questions. Similarities and dissimilarities are noted and the themes emerging
from the questions are identified. In this way a content analysis is carried
out.

Respondents

The focus group consists af six social workers invited to participate in the
discussion. This is a purposive (purposefully selected) sample group. These
social workers are based in the eastern repion of Gauteng and carry similar
responsibilities to those social workers in child and family welfare apencies

in South Africa.

Presentation of data
The procedures following in the examination and presentation of the data

are outlined below;

Transeript of data:

The group discussion is audio taped. The analytical technique employed for
data obtained from a focus group is the transcription of the dialogue. A
transcription of the group discussion will provide a written record that can
be studied. Stewart & Shamdasana (1990:103) suggesl that the researcher
may feel a few small alterations or additions are necessary to give a true
reflection of the discussion. However, care should be taken not to detract

from the intended meanings implied by group members.



1.10.2 Research report:

A research report is presented to describe the attitudes of the group
members towards their work with troubled youths. The information is
derived from a content analysis of the two focus group sessions. A narrative
description explains the data collected and this is supported by two tables.
The number of responses, in terms of positive and ncgative, are set out in
Table 2 and each response is categorized according to a theme in Table 1.
This is followed by a summing up of the data and a conclusiom which
includes suggestions for the improvement of services to troubled youths.
This report will be helpful for child and family welfare agencies and social
workers warking in the field of troubled and uncontroliable youths.
Limitations

Focus group research is an inductive process with certain timitations which
are outlined here. Firstly, the ability to generalise beyond this focus group to
a population of all social workers at child and family welfare agencies in
South Africa 1s limited. One reason for this limitation is that the respondents
in the group are influenced by the proup interaction and by the opinions of
others in the group. Secondly, a focus group only provides a limiled
opportunity for abservation from which it is difficult to make
generatizations with regards to other behaviour patterms of the group

members and with repard to other agencies in South Africa. Thirdly, it is not
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possible to make statistical estimations at this level of research as the
information gathered is qualitative, based on the opinions of the focus group
members, and the data analysis is influenced by the researcher’s

interpretations.

In spite of the limitations of this research regarding social workers” attitudes
towards troubled youths, it is a starting point. This study should lead to an
examination of the help given to troubled youths and their families. Tt
should also provide a basis on which the services 1o these youths can be
improved so that they have the opportunity 1o continue theit education and

lead productive and fulfitling bives.

This dissertation is structured as follows:

Chapter 1 illustrates the problem in terms of which a problem staiement is
formulated. The goals and ohjectives are set out and the research design is

explained.

Chapter 2 is a literature study covering issues directly related to social
workers’ interactions with troubled youths and their families. There 15 also

an cxamination of the stages of adolescence and focus group research.
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Chapter 3 presents and explains the empirical data collected in the focus
group. The themes which emerged during the discussion and the positive

and negative responses are tabulated.

Chapter 4 presents the discussion of the follow-up focus group session in
which the themes are discussed and further questions are put to the group

members.

Chapter 5 comprises the conclusion. This presents a summary of the
literature study and of the findings based on the focus group discussions. On
the basis of these findings recommendations are made for the management
of troubled youths. Recommendations are also suggested to improve the
attitudes of social workers involved with troubled youths. A synopsis

concludes the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE SURVEY FOR THE RESEARCH TOPIC:

THE ATTITUDES OF SOCIAL WORKERS TOWARD TROUBLED TEENAGERS

2.1 Introduction
This chapter sets out social work theories related to the field of troubled youths,
with an emphasis on the social workers’ perceptions and attitudes. There is also
an examination of what adolescence is, the nature of social work services to
adolescents and the potential stress involved in social work services to
adolescents. An exploration of the nature of focus group research concludes the

chapter,

2.2 Social work theories and their relation to adolescence
The task of rearing children is not an easy one and some famlies find it
particularly difficult to cope with their teenage children. This phase of human
development 1s characterised by changes and challenges. The help proffered by
adults is not always accepled, even by Lhose who appear to be coping, and it is
even more difficult for those whose problems have been referred to social work

agencies,
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The social work professional is overtoaded with informaiion which requires
integration and an understanding of a number of different disciplines. Social
workers are required to specialise in specific fields. The child welfare field
covers a wide range of services and its boundaries are difficult to define. Child
welfare orgamsations are authorised to undertake statutory and counselling
services, whilst also being required to carry out developmenlal social work
services with marpinalised communities. The main focus, however, is the
protection of children and adolescents. This service is activated when thc; normal
social systems (the family, churches and schools) are unable or unwilling to carry

out this function (Zuckerman 1933:35.37).

The social science literature is aimed at the pursuit of knowledge and many
psychotopical and sociological studies do not yield data thal can be applied

directly to ficld work. Three of the most utitised approaches are:

* The ‘diagnostic’ theories which stress the need to understand the client’s
problems in terms of past experiences.

* The “non-directive’ theories which attempt to move the clients towards a
congruent seif.

¥

The “funciional school” which places the focus on the “here and now’ and
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the dynamics of change currently operating

(Laycock 1970:5).

A fourth approach has emerged more recently based on a ‘systemic” view of
human interaction. This theory has an ecological approach focusing on all
systems, orders of systems and interrelations among systems. Arising out of the
syslemic approach to therapy is the ‘multi-systemic’ approach, taking the
broadest possible view of man in his environment. it is a shift from an analytic

and reductionistic epistemology” (Henggeler and Bordnin 1990:12).

This view is appropriate in the present South African welfare system which has
undergone a major paradigm shift. The White Paper for Welfare (1995)
encourages the recognition of various systems - aftfecting human behaviour -
more specifically the peographic, economic, cultural, educational, family and
welfare contexts. Peterson (1993:471-472) stresses that contexts such as the
physical world and social networks such as family, workplace, neighbourhood
and school, al! influence the individual. A *holistic” view takes account of the

influence of these systems on the individual.
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In support of this approach Goldberg (1977:269) and McKendrick (1987:152-
174) motivate for the utilisation of an integrative social work approach, bolh
when dealing with adolescents and their families and for South Affican social
work practice in general. Enhanced social functioning is the goal of social work
intervention.  Social functioning is the interaction between the individual and
his or her environment. A perspective that stresses the interactive nature of
human behaviour is thc ecosystems approach, focusing on the reciprocal
relationships existing between an individual and his or her context (McKendrick

1987:161).

The researcher favours the muli-systemic approach which takes account of the
micro and macro influences in the youth’s environment and draws the social
worker’s attention to the diverse, cultural, social and political influences on

individuals, families and cormmunities in South Africa,

The multi-systemic model
A multi-systemic model is a rejection of traditional psychological perspectives.
This model is also referred o as the °systemic’, ‘ecological’ model or

“‘developmental coniextualism’.  An ecological or systemic perspeclive views
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hum inseparable from their environment. The social environment has a
-temic naiure where subsystems arc interconnected via dynamic, reciprocal and

circutar mechanisms (Peterson 1995; 471-472).

The multi-systemic approach incorporates the following central principles of

systems theory, as provided by Henggler and Borduin (1990:13-18):

* Any system is an organised whole and elements within the system are
necessarily interdependent.

* Every system has an orpanisanonal pattern resulting in consistent and
predictable relationships. The system cannot be understood by examining
the individual elements. A living cell provides an example of how a
sysiem is interdependent.

o Behaviour can only be understood by examining the intemersonal

contexts in which it occurs,

The multi-dimensional and systemic nature of behaviour has major implications
for conceptualising many difterent adolescent behaviour problems. The four
systems impinging on adolescents are parent/child relations, peer relations,

school performance and individual characteristics. The most significant
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implication is for the therapist not to assume that one system is the most

important for intervention, whilst ignoring the others (Henggeler and Borduin

1990:7).

Keeney (1983) argues that:

Patterns in a system are circular rather than linear. ..
Nom-Enear epistemclogy emphasises ecolugy, relationship and

whale systems.

{Keeney 1983:14)
Interventions do not focus on a single event or behaviour, they extend to include a
range of stresses and processes in the client’s experiential world.

all famities embody feedback processes that provide stahility

for the whole family.

(Keeney 1983:68)

The behavioural equilibrium in a system is dynamic. For example when a child
transgresses a range of behaviours considered acceptable within a family, by
displaying unacceptable behaviour such as stealing, corrective feedback ‘is given
in the form of a parental reprimand.

all change can be understood as the effort to maintain some

constancy and all constancy is maintained through change

(Bateson 1972 in Keeney 1983:69)
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Some changes are of a genetic, developmental nature and others occur in the
environmenta! context. Change is inherent in open systems and is part of an

evolutionary process.

Adolescence is a time of change and the ability 10 maintain an identity and meet
the demands required is a challenge which places stress on the individual. An
imbalance between ene’s cognitive self-structure and experience resulls in a state
of disequilibrium which can be intolerable. “Through processes of assimilation
and accommodation, the individual is continuously reaching new levels of
equilibrium” (Henggeler and Borduin 1990:16),

The mind is an aggregate of interactive parts with feedback
structure. The complexity of such systems ranges from simple

feedback to what Bateson called an ecology of mind.

(Keeney 1983:90)
Bateson (1972 tn Keeney 1983.91) explains that a complex entity such as the
“mind” can be substituted with the word “system” to enable one 10 see that
“mind” becomes a property not just of a single organism but of relations between
the organism and its context, including systems consisting of man and man, or
man and horse, man and his garden, or beetle and plant, The individual does not
exist in the body only, but pathways of communication and messages outside the

body also exist; these are subsystems which together have meaning.
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All expetience ariges as a consequence of particutar programmes,
rules, plans, scripts, recipes, agenda, dramas sequences , relations,
recursive systems, careers, structures, gramsnars, “schticks’ and g0

forth,
(Rabkin 1978 in Keeney 1983:20)

Interactions between social workers and their clients are governed by certain
general rules in order to achieve the expectations of the participants in a
therapeutic situation.  Jackson (1990 in Henggeler and Borduin 1990:18)
elaborates on this: “exchanges of information across boundaries are govermed by
rules, which are responsible for the organised pattern and sequences that are

observed in interactions™.

The therapist is part of the therapeutic system; as such, she must not only be
aware of her client’s feelings and behaviour, but also of her own. Social workers
must consider their own attitudes in order to become more aware af their
influence on clients. “Thus the social worker’s episiemnlogical exploration

becomes the very subject of her own investipation” (Keeney 1983.22).

According to Henggeler and Bordiun (1990:18), the multi-dimensional and
systemic nature of behaviour has important implications for conceptualising
many different child and adolescent behaviour problems. There is a reciprocal

influence between the adolescent and the lherapisi, Peterson (1995:473) explains
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the concept of “reciprocity”, where there is interaction between complex
environments, Within this context adofescenis influence thetr environmenis and

are in turn influenced by them.

Therapists make distinctions {observations), these observations may include the
therapist him/herself. Social workers must therefore bear in mind the impact they
have on their clients. Keeney (1983:32) argues that “the therapist becmﬁes part of
the distinctions and the distinctions she makc of thosc distinctions. Thus we
encounter a selfreferent paradox underlying all observations™ [t is therefore
important as a therapist, 10 note the nature of clients” responses and incorporate
this knowledge into a therapeutic plan. Keeney (1983:32) warns that unless we
examine where we arc coming from as therapists we can easily repeat the very

problems we seek to cure.

Adolescence and social work pereeptions

The attitudes and perceptions of social workers in dealing with adolcscents is a
field of social science research on which litile has been written. There are no
local sources and few international sources of information which relate to this
subiect. Jones (1987} in Like Distanlt Relatives looks at adolescents’
perceptions of social workers. [n this study Jones refers to the literature of

authors such as Crompton (1982} and others who have written books specifically
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about the interface between adolescents and social workers. Some of these books
were compiled in the early 19807s, however, and are therefore not necessarily

relevant to today’s adolescents.

How social workers perceive adolescents will influence the nature of the services
they provide. The statements which have been made hy mental health
professionals about young people’s views of social workers and social workers’
views of adolescents must constantly be challenged, as these ideas might enter
the ‘folk wisdom’ of social work and influence the social worker’s atlitude

lowards adolescents 1n a negaiive way (Jones 1987:1).

Crompton (1982:13) formulated some questions which social workers should ask
themselves when preparing to work with adolescents:

* What do I mean by adolescence?

Where do my ideas and attitudes come from?

* What do T think about my own adolescence? What can | remember about
it?

What evidence is there of a) events (photographs, other people’s

comments) b) feelings, memories (dinries)?
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* Does my ‘presenl’ affect my memories and interpretations of my
adolescence?
* How do T feel about the adolescents 1 know now personally or hy repute

(e.g. own off-spring, siblings, clients, friends® children, friends, attendecs

at some religious centre)?

Social workers who become aware of their feelings and attitudes with regard to
these questions before they commence work with adolescents, will be able to

acknowledge how their experiences influence their approach to their work,

Firstly social workers should be clear on what adolescence ts. Jones (1987:7)

provides a picture of adolescence and illustrates this with the following ideas:

violent rupture, re-fighting the batiles of earlier years, loss of
identity, obsession and pre-occupation with self, as a generation
which has o find its way forward without the benefit of maps
or guides from older generations, a time of crises and stress,
when aduits (especially parents) are having o be rejected

and when there is turmotl in the adolescent’s value structure,

(Jones 1987:7)
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The idea of adolescence being a ‘crisis stage’ also arises out of the work of
Eriksen, Mays and Mead (in Jones 1987:7). They hiphiipght the emotional
experiences which adults remember from their adolescence.  In addition,
adolescence may be a time of crisis, not only for the youth, but also for aduits,
who may feel threatened by the challenging behaviour, attitudes and need for
independence which accompanics adolescence.  1i 15 important ln. note that
generally, professionals only have contact with adolescents in times of crisis

(Jones 1987:8).

Crompton (1982:40) gives ecxamples of feelings and problems that may
negatively affect the positive relationship necessary for a social worker to work

effectively with adolescents:

Disecouragement. In order to establish a working relationship therc must be a
measure of liking and respect. Tt may arise that a negative attitude exists towards
individuals who are representative of certamn groups, for example, old people,
prostitutes or adolescents, One cannot say that this is wrong, but the social
worker should recognise these feelings as denial of them may result in
overcompensation or rejection. Even if social warkers do not dislike adolescents,
they may not like working with them, due to feclings of inadequacy, impotency

and being unable to change the accepted order &fthings. Hugman (in Compton
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1982:40) suggests that “these feelings arise because the problems of adolescence
may seem particularly intransigent and it is very easy to become discouraged
when the task seems too great and the social worker sets herselfl too much to

achieve™.

Inadequacy, guilt and shame: Brandon (in Crompton 1982:41) argues that
“soctal workers may draw boundaries around themselves in a rigid, protective
way that smells of fear”. The social worker may convince herself that she is
working under great stress and odds, in the best interests of her client, but fail to
see that the main obstacle in the client/therapist relationship are her own defenses
against the adolescent. Jordan (in Crompton 1982:41) suggests in many cases it

may be the worker’s ego rather than the client’s that may be under threat.

Material help: Practical help and money may be what is required. These may
not always be available or practical, however, and the social worker may sidestep

these issues and focus on emotions.

Behaving responsibly: Social workers arc so often influenced by parents and

teachers, and so fail to understand the adolescent. The social worker should
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uphold the basic social work values of behaving responsibly and look at the

siluation objectively, in a balanced and prolessional manner.

The outside world: The courts, police, schools, press and the public expect much
of social workers. In turn, social workers themselves have idealised ideas of their

responsibiiities and work.

Support amd supervision: Social workers requirc regular supervision and
support. However, the siluation in most child and family care agencies is such

that supervision 15 irregular and superficial.

The social worker’s own life: The social worker’s own experiences and her
perceptions and attitudes of adolescence, may have a detrimental influence on her
work with adolescents.  Crompton (1982:47) reminds social workers to be

particularly aware of unresolved problems from their own adolescence.

Authority and contrel: The social worker represents authority. An investigation
of the adolescent’s problem may result in the opening of a Children’s Court

enquiry. The social worker also represents the agency by whom she is employed.
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These responsibilities may place the worker in a difficult position where she is
compelled to set limits and exercise control, while at the same time respecting

her client’s freedom.

Referral to a residential institution or industrial school is sometimes regarded by
the social worker as evidence of the failure of the helping process. The training
social workers receive may not equip them for their role as agents of social
control - “they may confuse control as authoritarianism and repression” (Howells,

m Crompton 1982:51).

Labclling and laziness. Social workers often fail 1o give the client the benefit of
a professional service because they do not have the time to assess and explore the
client’s problems, They accept, without question, theories and assumptions about
adolescence without having an in depth knowledge of the individual adolescent
and his or her problems. This probiem is evidenced by social workers who glance
briefly at the client’s file and then make decisions without expioting other

options with the chient.
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Fear and violence: Violence of a physical or verbal nature is sometimes used by
adolescents for material gain or for psychological advancement. The social

worker cannot ignore the impact of violence on herself and on others,

Confidentiality: Does the social worker have the right to pass confidential
information from the adolescent client on to parents and teachers? Who has the
right of access to files concerning the adolescent? A meeting place also poses a
problem as home wvisits may not provide the privacy required whilst an office

interview or interview at school may be too official.

Feeling foolish and rejected: This occurs when the ciient is uncooperative. The

social worker may feel rejected by the client which could afTect her confidence.

Anger: Anger is regarded by many mental health workers as unprofessional.
However, the many frusfrations faced by the social worker may promote anger.
Anger which is recognised and channeted in the right direction is not necessary

harmful.
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Respecting and expressing concern; A social worker should be able to express
respect and cancern without being swallowed up by these emotions. Respect,
affection and warmth require reciprocity and are a necessary componeni of a
good working relationship. The social worker must be aware that over-

involvement results in a Iack of clarity, identity and self-knowledge.

Communication: Social workers may feel that they do not know how to

communicate with adolescents.

Jones (1987:76) has undertaken some research on the attitudes of adolescents and
social workers in the United Kingdom and proposes that the following variables

will influence the perceptions of social workers;

* the age and sex of the adolescent

* whether the adolescent is delinquent (in trouble with the law)

* whether the adolescent is in conflict with adults

* the location in which the adolescent lives, i.e. urban or rural

* the nature and length of previous contacts with welfare agencies

* the characieristics of the caseworker
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* the characteristics of the intervention, eg group work, statutory or

therapeutic counselling.

In his conclusion Jones (1987:185) states that the overall perceptions adolescents

have of social workers is predominantly positive and favourable.

However much a social worker thinks she knows an adolescent, her observations
and speculation will be of very little service unless the adoiescent too has made
observations and speculations about his or her social worker. Jones (1987.70)
concludes that accurate and useful assessments can be made only if the assessed
adolescent chooses to place enough trust in his assessors to reveal hissher true

self.

In order to provide skilled social work services to adolescents, social workers
must not only be aware of the general attitudes of adolescents towards them but
must have some knowledge of how the individual adolescent repards the
therapeutic situation. Adolescents generally find it difficult o approach social
workers. The contact is usually the result of a referral made by a concemed

parent or teacher.
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Rees and Wallace (in Jones 1987:60) have noted how clients from all
backgrounds scem generally orientated towards help that is concrete and
supportive. Jones (1987:65-71) has looked at various studies, from which the

following themes emerged:

Social workers are seen primarily as agents ol social control. They are remote
from or irrelevant to most aspects of the adolescent’s life and in some cases are
uncaring or disinterested. Some adoiescents felt betrayed by a social worker who

made custodial or punitive recommendations,

There are four types of young people social workers deal with, 1.e. those who can
cope; those who are simply disorganised; those who are temporarily disorganised,

and those who are seriously disorganised.

Adotescents in the community tend to see social work supervision as a form of
punishment.  This idea may be the result of an association with probation
officers, where the aim is to “keep him out of trouble and remind him that he is

being watched” (Jones 1987:71)
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However, in spite of some negativity, many adolescents and their families see the
social worker as a ‘friend” and as helpful. This may be because the social worker
is less authoritarian than teachers or the police, more interested and c‘aring, and

seen as trymg to help with difficulties.

The arrangements with regard to contacts wili also influence the adolescent’s
view of the social worker. These can take the form of home visits or oflice
interviews, Parents may be included or excluded. [f the parents are excluded

they may become resentful and wonder what progress is being made.

Group work with adolescents proves to be a useful method of social work
mtervention. It provides a context which promotes the improvement of social
functioning: the socio/emotional needs of adolescents can be realised and tasks
accomplished (Podbielski and O'Brien 1996:179). The importance and refevance
of the peer group for adolescents makes group work a popular method for this age
group (Euster, Ward, Vamer and Euster, in Podbiclski and O’Brien 1996:179-

183),

The majonty of adolescents placed in institutions are either assumed to have been

in some kind of trouble or are regarded as being difficult to handle. As a result of
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this view these children are sometimes stigmatised, The main concerns of
adolescents 1s “getling oul, kecping oul of trouble, having fun and gelling on with
other boys and girls of their own age group” (Walter, in Jones 1987.72).
Adolescents do not recognise Lhe nccessity Lo change their attitudes or behaviour
readily and do not gencrally define therr problems in emotional or interpersonal
terms.  Adolescents who have been in trouble accept “natural justice™. Natural
justice equates to the stage of moral development in which it is believed that one
should “do one’s duly, show respect for authorily and uphold the social order for

s own sake” (Kohlberg, in Gerdes, Ochse, Stander and Van Ede 1981:276).

It must be borne in mind that, although there are many crealive ways to work
with adolescents, they appreciate tangible, practical assistance in the context of a
caring relationship and respond well to fun aclivities in a group conlext. It must
be noted that “talk’ and “treatment’ have not been found to be central to many
adolescent’s understanding of the usefulness of social work services {Jones
1987:74). Jones {1987:59) argucs that research has shown that social work
interviews tend to lack struclure and the style is predominanlly reflective.
Clients, however, are usually looking Tor advice, advocacy, material aid or other

practical assistance.
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What is adolescence?
Certain labels and attitudes associated with adolescence should be clarified as
ithese are often the cause of the probiems social workers experience in their

dealings with these particular clients.

Firstly, adolescence is not inevitably stressful, nor are the problems associated
with it necessanly different from those of other stages in life (Crompion
1982:19). Care must be taken not 10 generalise this stage as being charactensed
by rebellion, gloom and delinquency. [Each adolescent is an individual each
adolescent’s situation, comlext and difficulties are unique. However, there are
certain common challenges which adolescents must face, Cromtpon (1982:19-39)
sets out some of these:

* establishing independence

new responsibilities

* physical change

accommodation

pressure at school

* unemployment
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* glue, baoze and drugs

SeX.

Many adolescent problems centre around confusion relating to the following

ssues and feelings:

» normality tn relation to their peers

* loneliness and love affectings feelings of acceptance al home and in the
peer group

* worthlessness, depression, guilt and stigma arising out of ihe adolescents’

inability to cope at school and in social situations

* respect and responsibility which the adolescent must earn.
* comtrol and authority through acceptance of the social order.
* fun which is important for most adolescents

While terms such as ‘the gencration gap’ suggest a major divide between
adolescents and adults, Jones (1987:10) finds that research disputes this. There is
no doubt that poor parental relationships can create major problems for the

adolescent and may negatively affect other adult relationships in their present or
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future. The social worker must be sensitive and aware of the nature of the
relationships in the adolescent’s life and consider how these effect their

behaviour,

Adolescence is not necessarily a time of crisis, but those in contact with social
workers are more likely to be experiencing difficulties. He suggests that younger
adolescents arc less likely 1o be critical and discriminating in their commenis
about social workers, and argues that girls make comments reflecting “feeling’,

whilst boys focus on what happened, 1.¢. ‘behaviour’,

Social work services to adolescents

How can we determine what pood social worker practice is? Jones (1987:19-29)

suggests we ask the following questions:

* Is the practice acceptable to the client?

* Does the practice achieve the desired resulis? Examples of these results
could be an improvement of an emotional stale or behaviour, or provision

of care or advocacy for those unable to protect themselves,



44.
To add to the above, it must be noted that the contemporary understanding of
services to adolescents considered to be acceptable by adolescents, 1s reparded as
interventions likely to achieve the required goals which are short-term and task-
ceniered with a behavioural orientation. That is, focusing on an 1ssue which ts of
immediate concern and applying stratepies such as re‘nearsing actions,
confronting issues and clarifying responses. The therapeutic climate in which
these tasks are tackied must he supportive. Social workers should give attention

to ihe dimensions of therapy outlined in the next paragraph.

The social worker’s approach, the way in which she presents herself to her client
and the relationship they establish together, are important. However, Jones
{1987:21) reminds us that this is not the goal of social work, Herbert (in Jones
1987:20} supgests it is amogant to elevate the imporance of the relationship to
unrealistic expectations where the therapist should be the most important person
in the chient’s life. It is however necessary for the client to have sufficient trust
and confidence in the therapist to participate effectively and to be optimistic

about the treatment process.
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Indirect work such as linking the client 1o resources provides tangible help and
enables the client to see progress, e.¢. introducing a volunteer, influencing policy

or recommending care.

Research underaken by Hollis, Reid and Mullen (in Jones 1987:26) confirms that
the contenis of interviews undertaken with adolescents comprise of
approximately 60% of the time being taken up with description/ventilation by
clients, with directive comments from the social worker making up less than 5%
of the time. The overall impression is one of the client talking and the social
worker listening. When the social worker does talk, reflective, rather than
directive comments are made. In dealing with adolescents, the concept of non-
Judgementalism and non-directiveness are appropriate social work values for
which particular verbal strategics musi be adopted (Jones 1987:27).  Social
workers generally have a positive attifude and are genuinely concemed for
adolescents in South Africa today, and in line with the professional values
incorporated in social work practice, they do not appear to judge the troubled
youths on their caseloads who display anti-social behaviour.  The social worker
will immediately alienate the youth if she lectures, admonishes or generally “puts-
down’ the adolescent. However an interview that is aimless, where anything and
everything they say is received with equanimity, with an absence of prescription
and the inability of the worker to come up with a “tangible’ cure, even in the form

of advice, will create a sense of aimlessness for the adolescent and produce
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interviews of considerable length, during which workers seem 1o be firmly

occupying the back seal (Baldock and Prior, in Jones 1987:27).

In the South African context, where resources are limited, there is a danger that
the social worker will not be able to offer tangibie help where this is all that
would be necessary An cxample of this may be assistance with the payment of

school fees.

Although the above aspects arc important in social work scrvices 1o adolescents,
it must be noted that communication is the key to a successful interview with an
adolescent and direct communication is ofien not the best approach. Winnicott
(in Jones 1987:27) feels it is far more effective to explore and connect via a
‘third thing’ - that is, an inlerest or activity that can be shared. This helps to
establish a link and build a basis for trust. Hobson (1985) provides good
examples of this skill in “forms of feeling’. An activity can be utilised to improve
the addescenl’s perceptions of his social worker and can enhance their
relationship. Group work often incorporates methods that lay the groundwork for
trusting relationships, The worker must develop styles suitable for
commuﬁicating with anxious, verbally hostile, defiant, defensive, dependant or

indifferent youths.
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Looking at the situation locally, preparing adolescents for adulthood is difficult
when they are faced with different demands and pressures. In many cases these
ar¢ part of the setting of unstable communities where crime, few joh
opportunities and violence are the norm.  The child welfare system should be
sensitive to specific problems and identify and cither assist with or refer,
educational, medical, social or psychological problems that become acute in
adolescence, and were often not addressed at earlier stages of the adolescent’s

development (National Research Council 1993:189 ).

South Afncan child welfare services are a public and private partnership which

includes many players:

* government provides some funding and policy direction

¥ private charitable orpanisations provide direct services

¥ individuals, who are often relatives, provide alternative carc such as
foster-care

* families and children themselves play an integral part in the planning and

provision of services.

The slate and private agencies are often blamed when the system fails. However
the success of the helping system depends on all roie players and, beyond them,

on the whole society (National Resecarch Council 1993:199).
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Child welfare in South Africa tends to separate services to children younger than
12 years, and services to teenagers from 13 to 18. Some child welfare agencies,
in view of their heavy caseloads, do not deal with adolescents themselves but
refer these cases to the Department of Welfare and Population Development, as

they are seen as too problematic,

Social work attitudes

De Montigny (1995:40-78), a Canadian researcher, was the only author that could
be located who has specifically observed the attitudes, values, traits and styles of
social workers. He found they are often required to direct others, assume
responsibilities, make decisions and work on a mental and interpersonal level. In
addition they learn how to create their place in their work environment and
develop a professional consciousness in order to operate as social workers within
an 1nstitutional setting. The values of social service organisations are about
faimess, equity, equality and homan dignily, and these must be incorporated and
accommodated. In order to carry out tasks, the social worker must enter into the

reality of social work power and authority.

Social work traits which form part of the professional repertoire are orderliness,

sensible communication, a presence marked by containment, control and



49.
managed emotionality.  Professional traits such as emotional composure,
rationality and regulaied expression would become integrated into the personality

of the social worker,

Some social workers expecrience conflict in coming to terms with social work
atiztudes not aligned with personal atritudes, Blespite these conflicts and
difficulties student social workers, once qualified and employed in organisations,
are compelled lo enier and sort through the lives of their chients, when they give
authoritative accounts of other peoples’ lives, often without giving a second

thought to the nature of the authority and control they exercise.

The courses of action in exercising mandated power in child protection
organisations may bring social workers into direct conflict with clients. Social
workers develop the skill to manage conflict. This 15 often done through reliance
on a professional schemata whercby they either discount client’s stories by
exposing the client’s setl-centered motives or the client’s limited understanding

of the process and dynamics of the helping coniext.

The social work profession is composed of core skills, knowledge and values

upon which the profession is based. These have emerped historically in research
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and practical work. De Montigny (1995:45) states that “the concepts of the
profession itself provides the tools for effecting control over a messy and often
equivocally lived world - through issues of control, management, deliberate

action and planned outcomes™.

An aspect of social work that may not always be acceptable to social workers 15
when they are seen as bureaucrats. There are some professional and bureaucratic
norms which are a direct contradiction. A social worker should be able to
manage her place in the bureaucratic organisation of welfare.  The cold,
impersonal attitude associated with burcaucracy should be avoided in the
completion of tasks such as filling in forms, gaining personal information, court
attendance and applying for grants and legal aid. The social worker demonstrates
a caring helping attitude by exhibiting empathy, warmth and genuiness to gain

credibility (de Montigny 1995:46-51).

Research undertaken in South Africa by Ross (1996:98) indicates the attitudes of
social workers are influenced by the social ¢limate in which they work. The
ecoti)gica! paradigmm adopts a holistic approach, incorporating all systems
influencing social workers at a personal, family, work and broader system or
macro level. Ross (1996:75-88) suggesis the insecurity and political npheavals of

the recent past have created a climale in which there is pervasive fear, insecurity
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and nncertainty regarding the future of social welfare under the new dispensation.
The rapid changes in South Africa have resulted in an increase in social
problems, placing families under stress, increasing pathological symptoms such
as substance abuse, physical and sexual abuse, ganps and a high crime rate.
Other factors which have had a nepative eflect on social workers are low
remuneration, unsatisfactory working conditions, a poor image of social workers
in the community, a lack of resources and facilitics, and large caseloads.
Goffman in (de Montigny 1995:56) suggesis that being a social worker imposes
on multiple dimensions of the social worker’s life. Ferpguson (in de Montigny
1995:56) suppests they engage i impression management, particularly in those
aspects of themselves which are visible 1o others, such as dress, aititudes,
vocabutary, talk and record keeping. Ferguson argues that social workers should
demonstrate a commitment io the community and try to conduct their personal
affairs in an exemplary manner. He concludes hy postulating that social work is
not just a job, but a way of life. However, de Montigny (1995:67) points out that
there will be times when social workers are confronted with problems that they
are unable to resolve, when they are forced to recognise their lack of knowledge
or perhaps their biases and prejudices which creale obstacles for them. Strategies
to overcome these problems may involve discussions with a colleague or
supervisor. [t might also be helpful to seck answers by undertaking a literature

research on the subject.
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Another challenge is the difficulty South African social workers experience
locating relevant professional literature unless they have access to a university
library. It is important for social workers to regularly review legislation, policy
and journals in order to tmprove and up-date their practice in special fields.
Aftending in-service training arranged by the Department of Welfare or NPOs
such as the South African National Council for Child and Family Welfare is also
recommended for maintaining and improving professional rstandards.
Professional practice requires that order must be imposed on situations at hand in
order for cases to be both intelligible and reportable within documents that can be
presented before colleagues as properly worked-up cases. Field workers
sometimes have limited contacts with their clients who present information that
may be ambiguous, vague, biased and confusing. The field workers are then
under pressure to develop an assessment of the case, identify relations between
facts and arrtve at a social diagnosis, problem assessment and treatment plan.
Social workers are required to legitimise their practice by generating accounts
that demonstrate their attempts to create order, make plans and structure
mterventions. Effective support depends on the development of realistic plans,
coherent order and sound case management (de Montigny 1995:67).
Unfortunately, social workers often feel caught as their ideals are betrayed by
concrete work demands. They seldom have time to plan properly due to caseload
of up to 120 cases, resulting in self doubt when questions such as the following

are asked:
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* ‘Am I doing enough?’

* ‘Am I responsible for the lack of progress on the case?’
* ‘Would improving my case management skills help?”’

* “What can I do to be a better counsellor?’

The nature of the work carried out by field social workers in South Africa 1s
mostly crisis intervention. They do not have the time 1o build idealised relations
of trust, honesty and respect with their clients. Social workers cope by producing
documenlary proof that they have done the necessary work, although this is not
the ideal which they aspired to as newly qualified social workers. The reality and
organisational structure largely dictates the nature of the services social workers
can provide, however de Montigny (1995:131) states “it is this reality that must
serve as the beginning for enquiry - and not the fantasies of social work educators
about what good social work should look like”. Social workers in South Africa
who are working for child and family care agencies have a number of pressures at
agency level. The main pressure is financial as many agencies are threatened with

closure, as a result their social workers experience a lack of job security.
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‘The stress of social work counsclling

In recent years, increasing aitention has been given to the stress and burnout
experienced by suéja! workerﬁ While a number ol studics have been carried out
overseas, not much research has been done in South Africa (Smit 1990:124). Van
der Walt (1993:134), a South African researcher, found that the profession carries
a variety of inherent stressors related o burnout.  Historically, social work is
regarded as a risk-taking profession that has accepted the task and responsibility
ol upholding and implcmenting social and moral values to which the socicty may
give only partial recognition (van der Walt 1993:134). Within the context of
South Africa’s diverse culturcs, morality is a particularly difficult but rclevant
subject. Working with a group of adelescents who continually question the old
order and test the accepted social boundarics can be particularly challenging for a

social worker,

The stress incurred t making critical decisions and the pressure of atiending to a
constant succession of emergencies, requires psychological and emotional energy
and strength. 1f no progress is made and ;here is no prolessional growth, this
energy wains and leelings of frustration and fatigue lead to symptoms of burnout,
Staff support groups are helpful in alieviating stress through sharing feehngs and
frustrations about work, and receiving support and advice from colleagucs.

Copans et al (in Zuckerinan 1983:45) identify eleven catagories of feelings and
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processes that may negatively affect the social worker in her work with

adolescents:

*

Anxicties about being physically harmed by angry clients and about the
effects of decistons made by the socral worker.

Denial and inhibition of anger.

The need for professional gratification from clients.

Lack of professional support.

Feelings of incompetence.

Denial and projections of responsibility.

The feeling that one is totally responsible for families assigned.
The difticulty separating personal from professtonal responsibility.
Feelings of being victimised.

Ambrvalent feelings towards ciients and one’s professional role.

The need to be in control,

In additon to these feelings, Breacley (1982:29) sugpests that social workers carry

out a number of tasks which place their chenis at cisk and which create risk-

1aking opportunities for themselves and others. This involves making decisions
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in the hope of attaining desired goals. Making decisions is usually related to
taking action of some kind. Brearley (1982: 51-55) proposes that risk and
responsibility are closely linked. Responsibility can be discussed on three levels
- moral obligation, legal lability and organisational accountability. Decisions
about risk are influenced by the degree of knowledge about possible outcomes,
the degree of probability of each oulcome occurring and the gravity of

importance of cach outcome,

Perhaps the major dilernma for social workers in risky
situations is concerned with the balance between protection

and control - between safety and freedom.

(Brearley 1982:55)
Southampton, Goldberg and Fruin (in Brearley 1982:138) suggest stress can be
reduced by effective record keeping in which past activities, the present situation,
future activities and aims are clearly outlined in case files. This enables the social
worker to evaluate and plan her work with clients. Supervision can be more
effectively carried out with accurate records and these will contribute 1o the
planning of field work services. Efficient record keeping will also give an on-
going account of the size, nature and scope of the social work activities, thereby

providing an information system and enabling the exploration of possible
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associations between the aims pursued in different probiem situations and the

methods and skill used.

Professional straiegies and technique may help reduce stress. However, Jelsmna
(1990:48) is of the opinion that, in order to work with acting-out adolescents, the
worker must either love them or refer them to another worker. In addition she
must have a sense of humour, she must be able 10 tolerate being out ol control
occasionally and she must take risks in irying to help them as they have taken the
risk of secking help. The social worker must also accept that aithough there are

rewards, a word of “thanks’ is rarely received.

Personality traits can aiso affect how stress 15 handled, Naesberp-Fenning,
Fenning, Keinan and Elizur (in Dryden 1995:127) found that mental health
professionals who had a high level of repressive ability, showed less burnout.
These findings suggest that a social worker must to some extent distance herself

emotionally when working with adolescents.

Other factors cansing bumout are unclear communications, lack of autonomy and
low staff support (Schneiger in Zuckerman 1983:44). Zukerman (1983:43-44)

looks at jJob satisfaction and siress, and points to feelings of gratification as being
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one of the basic elements that arise out of a sense of accompiishment from seeing
nrogress towards a goal. Social workers enter the profession because they enjoy
interaction with people and have a desire to heip their clients with their problems.
If relationships are not fultilling and the problems presented are not dealt with 0
some degree, social workers become disillusioned. Working with clients who do
not accept help or are indifferent and apathetic results in a lack of

accomphshment and frustration.

Social workers dealing with adolescents can employ strategies to prevent
burmnout. Van der Walt (1993:142) supgests that burnout can be prevented or
reduced by good manapement at agency level with a thorough onentation for new
soctal workers, adequatc supervision and multi-professional  team  work.
Individual strategies can be employed such as positive seif-talk and a separation
of work and home environments in which sport, hobbies and family provide

relaxation and fulfiflment.

Focus group research
The focus group is an invaluable social science research method, and provides a
rich body of data expressed in the respondent’s own words. Many research

studies undertaken in the mentat health ficld depend on quantitative data pathered
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in structured interviews. The validity of this data is questionable, however, if the
topic under review is only partially addressed. This issue is inherent in mental
health research where complex topics are under investigation. Focus group

research thus enhances the vahdity of mental health research questions (Powell,

Single and Lloyd 1996:193).

Exploratory research of this nature generally consists of qualitative data gathered
from respondents, enahling the researcher 1o learn more about the subject. Focus
groups are the most appropriate method for eliciting the attitudes ol social
workers, as key issues can be tdentified and various points of view can be

explored. (Morgan, in Rushton and Nathan 1996:358.)

According 1o Stewarl and Shamdasane (1990:16), focus groups have a number of

advantages which are explored in the following scction,

A focus group provides data immediately from a proup of social workers and at
less cost and time than incurred if each individual were interviewed separately,
The social workers can be assembled at much shorter notice than the time

required for a more systematic and larger survey.
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A focus group allows the researcher to interact directly with respondents. This
provides opportunities for the clarification of responses, for follow-up questions
and for the probing of responses. Respondents can qualify their responses or give
alternative answers 1o questions. {n groups of this nature, the researcher is able o
observe non-verbal messapes such as facial expressions and gostires, These will

etther reinforce or contradict what the respondent is saying,

The unstructured format of a focus group provides the opporlunity 1o gather
immense amounts of data based on personal attitudes that are essential for
exploratory research.  The researcher s able to link sipnificant aspecels ol the

information pathered.

Focus group members can comment on the respenses ol others in the group,
thereby enabling the researcher 1o puther a broad and integrated body of
information.  ‘The emergence of new information ofien occurs, reseliog in ihe
production of unanticipated facts and ideas, ‘The fexibility of a focaos group is
invaluable for covering a range of topics with diverse respondents in difTerent

settings.
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The focus group research method is suitable for gathering information from
people with poor literacy skills or from children. This is particularly helpful in
the South African research context. The data pir()duced in focus group research is
of a verbal nature and is therefore easy to understand. In addition, complex

statistical analyses 1s not required.

The limitations of focus groups are:

* only a small group of people participate in the research

each participant must respond individually for the researcher to gain
perspective on the group as a whole

the researcher places greater credibility on “live’ responses from the
respondents than on information gathered from statistical sources, and this
may be misleading

open-ended responses are sometimes difficult to summanse and interpret

the group leader’s attitude may influence the responses.

A focus group would provide the most effeciive research tool when not much is
known about the subject, as in the case of social workers’ attitudes in their work

with troubled youths.  According to Kitzinger (in Powell et al 1996:202-203),
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mental health researchers have not utilised the focus group 1o s full potential in
order to establish insights inlo explanatory frameworks and to highlight different

forms and levels of knowing,

The advantape of the focus group method in comparison with a scheduled
structured imerview is that the non-directive method employed in a {ocus group
allows the group meinbers to communicate their feelings, agreement or
disagreement ol issues and to share experiences and atiitudes. This enables the
researcher 10 study the topic in depth in order to identify patierns and

characteristics in group members” lives,

The researcher can find out why they hold these opinions and why they behave in
a particular way (Powell et al 1996:196). A focus group provides a picture of the
human situation in the context and interactions out of which i arises. This is

compatible with the ‘multi-systemic’ view.

Focus groups provide a research method for inquiry and discovery. A clear
definition of the problem or gencral research question must be fonmulated at the
initial stage. The researcher or moderator must have a clear understanding of the

subject 1o enable her 1o formulate relevant questions to be pul (o the respondents
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and to identify the population. The main task of the moderator is to elicit the
information necessary to achieve the goals of the research proposal. She should
have the ability to grasp things quickly, understand the subject under review and
be able to define boundaries in order to eitminate superfluous information. The

moderator should understand and respond quickly to the group members’ input,

Greenbaum (1988:46) recommends the moderator display a friendly disposition
to develop rapport with the group immediately, enabling the membérs o feel
comfortable and to contribute honestly hy providing genuinely é(:;nsidered
responses. The moderator should communicate a fair knowledge of the subject,
although, a “know-it-all” attitude should be avoided. A good memory enables the
moderator to note the group process and intepraie information, while the ability
to listen effectively and be flexible is essential 1o allow the group session to flow
naturally. An empathic attitude towards group memhers will encourape them to
feel accepted. The ability to identify relevant contributions and summarise are
proup leader skills which promote discussion and subtly focus on significant
issues,  Report writing skills are necessary for the production of written
summaries of the group interact:on and for intellipent conclusions t¢ be drawn

from the group process.
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Focus proups have been successful m social work research and would be
particularly useful in establishing social waorkers’ attitudes towards different
catepories of clients. [t would stimulate their cuniosity and interest in the
challenging area of adolescent services. The data collected could provide
valuable information for in-service training modules for social workers in the
field of child and family welfare. Denning and Verschelden (1993:578) confirm
that the focus proup method contributes to the participants” sense of significance
and renders their interventions with adolescents more interesting challenging and

rewarding, and their roles within their agencies more relevant to them,

Conclusion

In examining the literature concerning social work services to troubled youths
and exploring the nature of focus group research, it is gvident that there has been
lifle resecarch undertaken in South Africa. The aim of this study is to draw
attention to this area of service. Tt appears that some child welfare agencies do
not provide any services while others provide only hmited services to
adolescents. The additional goal of this study 1s therefore 1o make social workers

aware of the impact of this policy.
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CHAPTER 3

EMPIRICAL DATA

Introduction

In this chapler the data taken from the video-taped session is summarnised and the
responses to the questions are analysed.  The group consisied {;l“ six social
workers from four child welfare apencies in Gauteng.  The themes that emerge
from the discussion are identified and a content analysis provides quantitative
dara enabling the researcher to separate the positive and negative answers. The

themes are then explored and discussed.

Data analysis

A s‘ummary of the responscs o the research questions is given below., Where a
response was given some time afler the original question it was necessary to link
the response {o the question in order for it to be meaningful. Questions 2 and 3
were combined as they explored similar 1ssues while the responses (o questions 7
and 10 are examined together. Stewart and Shamdasani (1920:102) confirm that

the nature of the analysis of focus group data should be determined by the
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research questions and the purposes for which the data are collected. Non-verbal
responses such as nodding or shaking of the head, facial expressions or smiling
were noted. These were generally expressions of confirmation in relaiion to what

other group members were saying.

The facilitator’s bias is that social workers find their work with troubled youths
stressful because they are under pressure from parents to remove the problem
child immediately, the parents relinquish their parental rcsponsibifi-ties, the
placement of youths in not always in their best interests nor does it ineet their
particular needs and the placement options are limited. In addition, they do not
receive adequate support from their agencies in the form of in-service training
and supervision, are hampered by their unfamiharity with approaches such as
ecological and systems theories and lack skills such as Tamily therapy. This
knowledge and support would empower them and promote their capacity to

provide a professional services to uncontrollable youths and their families.
The focus group’s responses to the questions are given in the following section.
What does adoleseent mean?

The respondents sponianeously verbalised the meamng of adolescence

extensively. Ten different descriptions were given, five of which dealt with the
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tnterpersonal and social challenges teenagers must deal with. Teenagers start to

question their identity and adjust their self-image as they approach aduithood.

The teenager is vuinerable to negative influences which can result in desiructive
behaviour. The teenager is also subject to hormonal changes which may
influence his or her behaviour. The responses indicate that the group members
are more sensitive (o the identity and self-concept adjustments that téfrnagers
must deal with than with other aspects, such as physical changes. The group
members were very responsive, shanng their ideas and own experiences with

regard to adolescence.

322 Where do my ideas ahout adolescence come from? Does my family
background influence my work with teenagers?
Questions 2 and 3 rendered overlapping responses. Ten responses were given.
Four of these related to the respondents’ own experiences as teenagers. Three
answers did nat focus on personal encounters, but dealt with factors stich as the
teenagers they deal with in the course of their work, the articles they read about
teenagers and the experiences of teenagers in South Africa today. The younger
social workers relied on their memorics of themselves as teenagers to assist them
in understanding the tecnagers they deal with. Two group members found that
the understanding pained from their own teenage children has had a strong

influence on their understanding of the adolescents who are part of their case
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load. One respondent said that her experiences as a teenager have not had an
impact on her work. Kurt Godel (in Keeney 1983:78) argues that thei'e is no
way of getting rid of the self-referential paradox which is a natural part of any
formal system of thinking. The differences in attitudes were influenced by the

age of the group member and by her experience with teenagers.

Iow do I feel about the adolescents [ know?

The social workers expressed their concern for teenagers. Three responses dealt
with the dangers faced by teenagers, such as drugs, the parents’ lack of skills in
preparing their children for adolescence and the fact that teenagers have more
tssues 10 deal with than the proup members did during their own adolescence.
The respondents also agreed that teenagers today are under more pressure than

they themselves were as teenagers.

Ifow confideni do I feel in my work with adolescents?

There were 17 responses to this question. Fight responses indicated that social
workers do not have sufficient time 1o deal effectively with cases of
unconiro{lable teenagers (this was the attitude of all the group members), and
this undermines their confidence and ability. Five responses dealt with the
importance of building a trusting relationship with the vouth, which in many
cases the group members are unable {0 do due to various constraints. Other

responses, such as large caseloads, a lack of experience with teenagers,
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conservative childhood experiences and stress sugpested that the group members
were not confident in their work with troubled teenagers. The need for
programmes and group work for troubled teenagers was discussed at length.
However, only one child welfare agency is5 planning a peer counselling

programme for teenagers.

Does the agency | work for have set pracedures that determine the nature of
interventions with troubled youths?

The responses indicate there 1s recognition that each case involving
uncontrollable teenagers 1s unique. The group members therefore find it difficult
to use set procedures. Some proup members stated that they would prefer 4 more
structured therapeutic process. There are puidelines employed n general
casework that can be helpful such as a contract between the parties which sets
out the goals and tasks required of each participant. However, contracis appear to
be used haphazardly and there is gencrally a lack of foltow-up by the social

worker.

Are the troubled (eenager and family dealt with as individuals or as an inter-
related system?

Nine responses to this question were offered. Three responses related to
probiems experienced with the parents. The peer group, schools and teachers are

also regarded as significant influences in a teenager’s life, Two responses



tar
FHJ
~l

328

70,
confirmed that a social worker cannot deal with the teenager in isolation. One
respondent felt it was necessary to work on two levels, with the teenager as an

individual and with the systems affecting the teenager, i.e. parents and teachers,

Is a team approach employed, iuvolving regular consultation with a
supervitor or colleagues?

Ten responses indicate the group’s members do not work in téé;ms. The
following question would have been more appropriate: Do you feel you have
adequate support and regular supervision to assist you in your work with
uncontrollable teenagers? It is obvious from all the responses that support and
consultatton from colleapgucs are regarded as essenttal on both formal and
informal levels. The larger agencies have regular meetings or consultations with
a supervisor or senior social worker. Two respondents felt cases involving
uncontrollable teenagers should be dealt with by a specialised team of social

workers.

Do | feél that 1 have a wide eﬁuugh knowiedge of the theory and techniques
to prm&dc cffective counselling?

Five responses were proflered, indicating that the group members do think 1t is
impottant to keep themselves abreast of the literature on modem techniques and
theories. One member said this was a professional responsibility. The internet

was sighted as a good source of articles.  One respondent pointed out that social
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workers must not only have a knowledge of the modern theories and techniques
but also of the environmental influences (hat inay affect teenagers negatively.
Concern was expressed with fegard to raves, easy access (o drugs, exposure to
violence on television and the internet where pornographic material is available
10 teenagers which are part of the teenage cullure. A direct answer to this

question was not given.

329  Aresystemic family therapy teehniques cmployed?
‘The general response was negative and no discussion was entered into.  The
group members stated clearly they are not familiar with any of the systemic

family therapy models.

3.2.10 Are there sufficient resources for troubled teenagers in South Afriea?
The response from all group members was negative. This topic is also indirectly
covered in Question 14 where it was confinmed that the resources for troubled
teenagers in South Africa are inadequate. (The group members are concemned
about the lack of resources, but did not offer solutions or suggest innovative

ways of dealing with this problen,)
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3.2.11 What preventative strategies do I employ before opening a Children’s Court
enquiry?
There was a lot of discussion around this question, and 27 responses were given.
The group members fee! strongly about this issue, indicating that this is an area
that requires attention. One respondent acknowledged the importance of
preventative work with the teenager and family before opening a Children’s
Court enquiry. Two responses dealt with teenagers in foster-care, and indicated
that these tecnagers are particularly vulnerable. Seven responses stressed that the
group members feel social workers take too much responsibitity for the parents.
The responsibilities cited had to do with making decisions on behalf of the
family concerning the teenager’s future. This occurs when parents insist their
child has a problem but do not commit themselves to working with the social
worker in order to acquire parenting skills or to participate in famuly therapy.
Such parents are usually unable to see their situation i a family context, and
distance themselves from the problem. Eight responses dealt with the role of the
parents and the difficulties experienced with the parents. The respondents are
frustrated by the actions and attitudes of the parents who they often find
aﬁathetic as they lack the emotional energy and commitment to participate in
therapy. The group members felt social workers accept more responsibilities
than they should do. This is related to the natural tendency of social workers to

want to help people, their frustrations with the parents® passive attitude towards
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the troubled youths’ problems and the parents” lack of understanding of the
difficulties and problems in the present welfare system. However, there is an
acknowlcdgement of the imbortam role the parents play in their children’s
problems and the necessity for them Lo participate in therapeutic intervention. It
was evident from two responses that there is a general feeling of pressure and
inadequacy which stems from the threat of a ministerial investigation by the
Depariment of Weltare and Population Development. The risk that a social
worker takes with regard to the placement of youths in facilities which are not
ideal and which threaten their physical safety is an important factor that adds lo
the pressure sucial workers experience when dealing with cases of uncontrollable
youths. This was pomted out by two group members in the discussion. A
response referred to the Department of Welfare's ‘Draft Discussion Document
for the Transformation of the South African Child and Youth Care System’
directive that there should be movement away {rom the placement of teenagers
in institutions, and where possible social workers should seck alternative
placement options.  Two responses tocused on schools where there may be a
lack of cooperation belween the social workers and the principais of the schools.
Principﬁis are concerncd that the rulcs and regulations of the school are upheid
and are nol prepared to accoinmodate a child who does not conform, whilsi
social workers focus on the developmental and emotional necds and

acknowledge the uniqueness of each troubled teenager.
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3.2.12 Do [ have a feeling of having failed professionally if T open a Chiidren’s
Court enquiry?
Four responses dealt with four different aspects. These responses were not direct
answers to the guestion, but had obviously been well thought out. The group
members do not appear to consciously measure their effectiveness or
ineffectiveness in cases of unconirollable teenagers. The general feeling appeary
to be that social workers should not feel they have failed when they provide
services taking into account the constraints and difficulties such as the lack of
suitable placement options, educational opportunities and agency constraints, i.c.
support systems and traimng.  Historically, in South Africa, child and family
welfare agencies referred troubled teenagers to the Department of Weifare. A
few societies continue to do this, as these cases are regarded as problematic and
time consurming. Other constraints that were mentioned here were entrenched
patterns in the troubled youth’s family such as substance abuse or a pattern of
dropping out of school, the limited time which social workers are able to devote
to counselling and the lack of facilities for troubled youths. However, there was
an acknowledgement by one respondent that a social worker has failed
professionally when she opens a Children’s Court enquiry as a result of pressure
by parents, without fully investigating the troubled youth’s circumstance and

without providing the necessary therapeutic input.
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Do the institutions selected for the children meet their pa-rticular needs or
are there simply no available options?

There was peneral consensus that there is often no choice in selecting a suitable
alternative care institution. Most troubled youths have special needs with regard
to their educational, psychological circumstances and behaviour. Existing
facilities are seldom able to provide remedial education, adequate therapy and a
structured environment svitable for these youths.  Fosterparents who will take
teenagers are very difficult to find. In many cases the children remain in places
of safety for extended periods until admission to an industrial school is obtained.
One response was positive, reminding the group members that other placement
options are available apart from industrial schools, but these have to be sought or
even developed informally in the community. One exampic given was thai of
“The Rock’, where a married couple who live in a suburb are prepared to

accommodate approximately eight wroubled teenagers at one time.

What fcasible recommendations for changes to the services for troubled
youths can he made?

Eleven responses were given. Peer counselling was seen as an important way to
work with teenagers at the prevention level. Three responses confirmed this.
One respondent stressed the need to work with the whole family systemically.
However, the group members had previously mdicated that they are not familiar

with the principies ol systems theory or systemic family therapy. Three responses
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referred to a resource (a therapeutic group for parents and teenagers) which is
presently under utilised and which should be made more accessible to families
who have troubled tecnagers. Two responses confirmed ihat the primary
respongibility of the social worker is to determing whether the youth was in
physical danger whilst living at home. If this was not the case, all efforts should
be made to employ preventative interventions in order to avoid removing the
child from his or her family. Two respondents emphasised the social warker’s
task to encourage the parents to take responsility for their troubled teenapers. A
group member said that in some cases, the parents feel they are absolved of the
responsibilities of their teenager following the opening of a Children’s Court
enquiry and are often not required or prepared to commit themselves 1o working

towards o resolution of their teenager’s problems.



5.3 Content analysis

77

Table 1: The themes emerging from the focus group discussion

Questions Emerging themes
1,2,3 identity 1ssues
personal experience (self)
personal experience with own teenage children
4 e e
5 time
relationships
6 _W__WW
7 parents
—~ -
9 ———
0 -
11 o
12 resﬁénsibiiit)ﬁ
school
foster parents
parcnts
ministet’s office
risk
13, 14 foster parents
5 risk
parents
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Table 2; Positive and negative responses

Question Subject Answers

Positive Negative

1to3 The respondents’ personal
experiences with adolescence. 19 ]

4 The respondents’ feehings
about the adotescents they work
with, 4

5to 15 The respondents’ attitude towards
their work with adolescents. 39 55

Positive answers indicate feelings of confidence, knowledge and experience,
Negative answers indicate feelings of inadequacy, heiplessness, frustration or lack

of knowiedge.
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The emerging themes

The themes to emerge during the discussion are outlined below. Primary
themes are identity issues, bersonal experience with teenagers, time,
relationships, parents, responsibility, cases reported to the minister of
welfare and the risks inherent in work with troubled teenagers. The
facilitators’ bias 1n identifying and interpreting the themes is the concem
that the parents so often relinquish their parental responsibilities and do
not co-operate with the social worker in trying to keep their teenager out

of the residential care system.

ldentity issues and personal experience

The younger group members based their ideas about teenagers on their
own experiences. The group members who have teenage children based
their ideas of teenagers on their experiences of their own teenage children.
Actual incidents that occurred as a teenager or with their own teenage
children were discussed. [t is clear that social workers are strongly
influenced by their personal experiences, and that ideas of normative
teenage behaviour arise out of personal experience. The group members
are more sympathetic toward adolescents than toward the parents. The
group member who stated that she does not base her work with teenagers

on her own experience as a teenager does not have children and is older
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than 35. Two group members from Afrikaans speaking backgrounds
admitted to having conservative histories, but recognised the need to be

tnore liberally minded when working with teenagers today.

Time

The comments indicated that work with adolescents and their families
tended to be more time consuming than general casework.  Group work
with teenagers requires a commitment for the social worker to be
available to group members after working hours in the event of a crisis.
The group members admitted that they did not feel they could make this
commitment and did not have sufficient time to devote to their cases

mvolving troubled youths.

Relationships

The group members all acknowledged that relationships in the family
should be explored as it is essential to work with the whole family and not
just the teenager in these cases. They unanimously agreed that their
relationship with the teenager was a pivotal factor in their work with
troubled youths. Two group members admitted that, 1n some cases they

could not build an effective relationship with their teenage clients and
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that establishing an effective relationship with a troubled teenager was

often difficult and time consuming.

Parents and foster parents

The issues relating to the parents were discussed 13 times. Most of these were
negative, ranging from poor parenting to a lack of understanding of the needs of
teenagers. The parents often have unrealistic expectations with regard to the
welfare system, such as expecting the social worker to solve their problems. All
group members cxperienced problems such as lack of parental commitment to
work with the social worker, questionable parenting skills and non-acceptance of
parenial responsibilities. In the case of foster parents, the discussion focused on
the scarcity of suitable foster parents and problems experienced with the
placement of troubled teenagers who have difficulty adjusting to new rules and
discipline, often exhibiting behaviour which is unacceptable in the fosier family.
Foster care i1s a placement option requiring careful consideration as to the
capacity of the foster parents to cope with a troubled youth, which then requires

close montioning and support from the social worker.
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HResponsibility

The tssue of parental responsibility and the social worker’s responsibility was
frequently raised during the discussion. In many cases of troubled teenagers, the
members acknowledged that they are not encouraging parents to accept
responsibility for their teenage children. The facilitator believes that the social
worker’s role is to assist the parents in finding a solution to their problem, and
not to assume responsibility for making decisions on behalf of the parents.
However, most group members felt they were drawn into taking over the
responsibility for solving problems and making decisions on behalf of the family
as a result of the parents’ apathy, their lack of parenting skills, their poor
knowledge of the welfare system or their emotional fatigue. The group members
indicated that social workers may lack the confidence and training required to

deal with what they expenience as uncooperative and resistant parents.

Schools and industrial schoals

The group members agreed that although industrial schools are ofien not an ideal
placement for a troubled vouth, there are very tew alternatives for placement. In
some cases the troubled vouth is placed at more risk as a result of the negative
influences they are exposed to in industrial schools. The members also
mentoned prohlems thev had with children absconding from or being expelled

from industrial schools. There was general consensus that industrial schools do
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not meet the needs of most troubled vouths. These needs are educational,
emotional and psychological, safety, discipline and containment. The group’s
experience of school principals is their focus on academic performance and

conformity, and not on the individual teenager’s emotional needs.

Cases reported to the minister of welfare

A case illustration was presented when a member was reported to the minister’s
office by the parents. This is related to the concepts of responsibility and risk.
The parents hold the social worker responsible, especially when something goes
wrong. For example, when there are incidents in children’'s homes which place
the child at forther risk. Such an enquiry requires additional reports and
attendance at panel meetings. Group members provided many examples of how
they felt their professional opinion had been ignored at such inquiries, to the

detriment of the children or teenagers concerned.

Risk

Group members agreed that, when working with troubled youths, the primary
lask of the social worker is to assess whether the teenager’s life 1s threatened or
whether he or she is in a high risk situation which may involve emational or

sexual abuse, from which the teenager should be removed immediately. The
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necessity of having to make immediate decisions of dirc consequence to the
teenager, family and related social systems, places social workers under pressure

and causes siress.

Conclusion

Throughout the focus group discussion the facilitator detected evidence of

. cognilive processes and self-talk. These enabled the members to structure and

organise their thoughts as they related their experiences at work to their various
attitudinal stances or life philosophies. Such mechanisms enable them to
percetve their responsibilities and stress as a challenge, conpowering them to add
meaning (o their work and so enhance their professional identity and accept their
limitations. This releases them from a sense of guilt and responsibility for their
client’s problems. They were unaware, however, that there is a tendency to
rationalise and shift the blame for ditficult cases on to the parents, institutions

and the potitical chimate.

The political pressure at welfare agencies is for attention to be focused on
community-based poverty alleviation and developmental social work services,
with a movement away from work with individuals. The group members are

having difficulty accommodating to this directive while coping with ever-
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increasing casetoads which need individual attention. There is general agreement
amongst the group members of the necessity for supervision and in-service
training for general case management as this 15 often absent in the present cost-
cutting circumstances. The two group members who are involved in further
studies appeared to recognise there should be a paradigm shift towards a more
holistic and systemic approach to therapy. Other group members who are not

familiar with systems or ecological theories, did not identify this need.
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CHAPTER 4

EMPIRICAL DATA - FOLLOW-LUP GROUP

Introduction

A follow-up group session was convened to further explore the themes that
emerped in the initiat proup discussion and to esiablish the direction in which the
social workers fee! their work with troubled ieenagers should be moving. In
preparation for the focus group session a second questionnaire was faxed to the
members four days before the meeting (Appendix 1), Six themes identified as
important by the facilitator were outlined. Three themes, those of identity issues,
personal expenence and time, were not included as they were not regarded as
subjects which required further exploration. The exclusion of these issues is based
on two factors: they are inherent issues in general casework, and they were
explored quite extensively in the initial discussion.  The issues surrounding the
rematning six themes featured again strongly in the participants” discussion about

their work with troubled tcenagers.

Data Analysis

The facilitator’s bias in the data analysis of the second focus group is that the
social workers feel overburdened and helpless in their work with troubled youths
and tend to took for a scapegoat by blaming the parents, the welfare system or the

limited resources.
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Responses to the questions

The responses to the questions are presented below.

How can we change and improve our services?

The responses indicated that parents and their children are unclear about the
services offered by child and family welfare agencies and are unsure of their
rights. The group reiterated that the parents, in many cases, are avoiding parental
responsibilities. Instead they are placing the responsibility for making decisions
with regard to their teenage children onto the social worker, who then is held

responsible when things go wrong, ie. the teenager absconds, is unhappy or

- hecomes involved with a negative peer group. The group members suggested a

contract be signed, clarifying the goals, responsibilities and services offered. The
contract should be signed by the social worker, the youth concerned and the
parents. The contract should clearly set out the parental responsibilities and the
necessity for them to participate in therapeutic programmes when neccssary. The
establishment of a family therapy unit would assist social workers in their
endeavours to mend or avoid a breakdown in family relationships. At present
funds are not available for such a unit, one of the reasons being that specialised
services are not seen as a priority by the present povernment. It was
recommended that a meeting be held with the South African National Council for

Child and Family Welfare and the Department of Welfare and Poputation
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Development to discuss issues such as the tole of industrial schools and the

admission criteria for children’s homes.

The suggestion has been made that we need to work with the whole family.
Do we have the skills to do this, however?

One group member felt that social workers relied on their basic counseliing skills
in interventions with familics. It appears from the dialogue that the social workers
do not use family therapy as a method of intervention as they do not have a
knowledge of family therapy techniques. In certain cases the group members
considered therapeutic interventions such as parental skills training and individual
therapy to be too time consuming and not really effective, particularly in cases
where considerable damage has been incurred in the youth’s relationships. In
cases where there 1s constant contlict resulting in a breakdown in communication,
the parent’s frustration is manifested by rejection and a drawing of houndaries

between the youth and the family.

It is evident that we are seeing more complicated family problems involving
adolescents, which often include abuse of substances by the adolescent or hy
the parent(s) . Do we feel qualified to deal with these problems?

One group member stated that she did not feel qualitied to deal with problems

such as substance abuse. Individual family members are referred to a specialist
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organisation for rehabilitation. Another group member felt that she could not
offer any specialised intervention and is a “jack of all trades, master of none’. The
group members support the view that speciahised knowledge is often required as

they are seeing more problems such as drug abuse.

Do we want to keep families together?

One group member considered it natural to want to keep families together.
However, it was agreed by the group members that in many cascs, when families
come to child welfare it 15 a last resort. The families have thus aiready made the
decision that they want their child placed in a children’s home or in an industrial
school, and there is little the social worker can do to change their minds. Another
member pointed out that there are insufficient resources in the present system to
assist social workers to keep families together.  Although the group members
acknowledged the importance of keeping families intact, they feel inadequately
trained to provide specific therapeutic services themselves, and only infrequently
refer the family to support organisations such as churches or Famsa (Family Life

South Africa) in cases of uncontrollable youths.

How can we become more involved in preventative strategies?
The need to focus on preventative programmes was reiterated by two members. A
peer counselling programme being launched by a child welfare society was

regarded as a good preventative effort. It was pointed out that uncontrollable
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tzenagers often have parents wha are an intepral part of the problem. The *STEP’
and ‘STEP Teen’ courses are regarded as useful preventative programimes.
However, only one society has a STEP courses running at present. The societies

are all experiencing difficulty in getting the parents to attend the courses.

The National Council for Child and Family Welfare is investipating a pooled

service in east Gauteng., ‘Whalt is your view of a collective service? How do
you see your own contribution to this?

There were divergenl views in response to this questions. One social worker felt
that the pooling of resources would be a good idea while another social worker
felt that the logistics of trying to organise pooled services may prove to be a
problem. Two social workers agreed that a family therapy unit for the child
welfare orpanisations in east Gauteng should be established. A group member
stated that specialised, pooled services would not be viable in the light of the
expectations of the Department of Welfare and Population Development. The
Department has informed NI*O’s that they are now expected to provide generic
services, i.¢. non-specialised services to all members of their communities.
However, this would mean thali Child Welfare agencies are offering the same
services at the same level as the Department; these services are basic counselling

and statutory intervention.
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Discussion of the emerging themes
The themes that emerged in the first focus group discussion were presenied to the

group members for further discussion and their comments are as follows:

Relationships

The relationships within the family and between the social worker and the family
are considered important. In most cases of troubled youths the relationships in the
family are prohlematic, not only between the youth and his parents, but also with
members of the extended family. This was 1llustrated in the examples given by the
(ocus group members. The examples discussed indicated that family relationships
often reach a point where communication systems have broken down. In these
cases the worker’s primary role is to establish a trusting relationship with the
troubled youth in which he or she feels physically and emotionally safe and can
communicate openly. The social warker does this by respecting the teenager’s
strengths, dignity, cultural, religious and linguistic onientation, and develops a
client-centered counselling relationship with the troubled youth by efiectively
communicating genuine acceptance, empathy and commitment. The social worker
should demonstrate the same respect for the parents and be aware of the possible
implications of their resistance and helplessness should she undermine their

authority or parental roles and responsibiliies. This may be difficultto do in
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view of the perspective of the group members that the parenis are generally uneo-

operalive in the treatment pian.

Parents

As in the initial focus group discussion, the comments about the parents were
negative and related {o parental responsibilities. A lypical comment was “they
have the expectation that the welfare will take over their responsibilities”.
Parents should be made aware that removal of a child is a last resort. I order lo
empower the parents (hey should be encouraged to participale in the plan of
action for the problem resolution. The parents and youth should be informed that
they may be expected to participale i a family preservation programme which
would require either participalion in a therapeutic group or family therapy. The
parents must be encouraged Lo parlicipate fully in the decision making process
and programmes. Al present, in view of the group members’ general perspective
and acceptance of the parents’ helplessness, the social worker may be colluding
with the parents without properly exploring their feelings and empowering them
tu accept their responsibility W participate in the planning towards solving the

problems experienced by heir teenaper.

Responsibilities
It is ¢lear that there is a firm belief by social workers that parents are not

assuming responsibility for their teenape child. The focus group participants also
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consider that they, themselves, are taking on too much responsibility in making
decisions for the parents and the youth. A social worker who is left fargely to her
own devices with ircegular ot no supervision, easily aliows herself tobe drawn
into the family’s web of problematic relationships. These relationships could
obscure her goals for empowering the family to make their own decisions and
solve therr own problemis. The statutory rights, responsibilities and complaimt
procedures should be made explicit so ihe family and the youth have a clear
understanding of the importance of their input and participation in the therapeutic
and statutory process. At present many parents are not always aware that they can
obtain legal representation or cannot avail themselves of the legal aid system
because their income is too high to qualify for legal aid but, at the same 1ime, they

cannot afford to pay for private legal services.

Schools, industrial schools and children’s homes

[t was unanmtmously agreed that, at present, the industrial schools fail to meet the
complex needs of troubled teenapgers. The reasons for this fatlure are that the
schools do not provide adequate and professional counselling to enable the youth
to deal with the troubled emotions of anger and feelings of rejection and, in many
cases, a need for discipline and containment. Children’s homes were accused of
dictating the terms of the placement, despite the fact that these may be detrimental
to the wellbeing of the youth concerned. For example, a children’s home may

accept a child as a ane-year placement which will not be extended, when in some
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cases the social worker is of the opinion that the child’s family will need longer
than one vear to provide adequate care for their child. The children’s homes were

accused of being too selective, especially in the case of troubled youths.

The office of the Minister of Welfare

The participants accept that parents have a right to report their case to the Minister
of Welfare if they feel they have received an unprofessional service. [t was
acknowledged that some social workers in child and family care agencies in
eastern Gauteng lack professionality. The group members, however, identitied
themselves with high standards of professionalisim and feit they were doing a
gaod job under difficull circumstances. Three proup members experienced
frustration and anger in dealings with such inquiries. The group members who
had been involved in a ministertal inquiry were of the opinion that the supervising
social worker’s views were not acknowledged in ministerial investigations. This
concern had been expressed in the first focus group discussion and demonstrates
that group members feel frustrated by having their indepth knowledge of the case
ignored. However, the family and the troubled youth have the right to refer their
case to an independent inquiry. Families are not always informed by the social

worker of this nght.
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4.5

The group members consider {heir work with uncontrollable teenagers as carrying
inherent risks, for cxampie; being accused ol unprofessional conduct and
encountering personal resistance 1n dealing with youths who are ciminals or drug
addicts. Social workers can find themselves in risky situations where they are in
physical danger. There is also a risk of a ministerial inquiry should the youth’s
family fecl their rights have been violated. Sociai workers have [elt responsible
for cases of children being placed in institutions and being unbappy or absconding
and being on the run. The youths who enter the welfare system have a right to a
safe environment where they are protected from physical harm, or threat of harm
from scll and others, and this is somcthing the social worker cannot guaraniee
under the present circumstances.  Some social workers can cope with (he these
risks and the stresses they incur, while others are more susceptible to burnout.
The group members agreed that social work is a profession where one has to

make decisions which involve some risk.

Conclusion

The members did not answer the guestions directly or offer censtructive ideas to
address the problems which they experience. [t is clear that they lecl
overburdened and are unable explore solutions and move on. The group members
had a need to ventilate their general feelings of belpiessness and frustration. There

was a recognilion that the adolescents’ needs and feelings of unhappiness appear
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to be larpely overlooked, and because of this acknowledgement, the social

workers have strong feelings of empathy towards the troubled youth.



51

97.

CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduetion

This chapter gives an overview of the literature study and the findings of the
two focus groups. The feelings and ideas of the group members are explored
and discussed in terins of various themes. Recommendations are made for
the management of troubled vouths, and strategies are suggested for
assisting social workers in the examination of their personal ideas (o

proinote a positive approach to their work,

The research guestion

The research question posed is; “What are social workers’ attitudes towards
troubled teenagers?”. The aim of this research was to explore the
viewpoints and [eelings of social workers in their work with troubled

teenagers. The following objectives were sel.

* to conduct a literaturc review of social workers attitudes of
troubled youth
* o lacilitate social workers® reflection on their work with troubjed

youths by means ol two focus groups

* to make recommendations for the management of troubled youth.
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The context in which the research was implemented is characterised by a
time of rapid change in legislative policies and in provincial welfare
departments. These changes represent a range of challenges and are
reflected in the concerns raised in the six themes identified during the

discussion.

Literature review

The literature study was aimed at exploring literature related to the research
topic. The researcher was unable to locate South African lhiterature on the
specific subject of social workers’ attitudes towards their work with
troubled youths. However, where possible South African sources on related

subjects were located.

Research conducted on teenagers in South Africa generally focusses on
issues such as drugs and alcohol, educational issues, pregnancy/iilegitimacy,
sex education and the Human Immune Deficiency Virus. The researcher
was unable to find literature that dealt specifically with social workers’
attitudes to troubled youths in an international search. Authors such as
Crompton (1982), de Montigny (1995) and Jones (1987} deal with related
issues such as the general attitudes of social workers towards their work and
the nature of relationships between troubled youths and their social workers.

These were found to be relevant to this study.
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The researcher’s theoretical bias is influenced by the ecosystem approach
on which individual and family therapy models are based. This is heipful in
understanding the troubled youth in his or her own environment. The
changing wellare systems in South Africa have an impact on social work
attitudes. The group members strongly acknowledged the need to work with
the youth, his or her family, the peer group and teachers, although they also
confirmed they are not familiar with a theory that would enable them to
work with these social systems in a holistic way. Literature on syslems
theory and the ecosystemns model was readily available. Rescarchers
{Newton ct al, in Ross 1996) stress the need to place (he individual worker
within a hisioncal, social and political context in which it is necessary to go
beyond the individual to incorporate ecosystems interventions. The
ecusysleins paradigm, with its emphasis on reciprocal transactions between
people and their environments, inciudes interventions at the personal,
family, work/school and broader socielal systems levels. The premise of
this model is that individuals can take stock of their lives, assess thetr
strengths, weaknesses and stress management capacity, 1o devise plans
which incorporate any or all of these difterent sysiems to enhance thewr

functioning (Keeney 1983:132-134).
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The literature was found to support the idea that the attitude of the social
worker towards specific clients has an impacl on herself and her clients.
Compton {1982} and lones (1987) look at the relationship between the
social worker and the youth, and provide core ideas mn terms ol which the
questions in the questionnaire used in this study were formulated. De
Montigny (1995) looks specificaliv at how social work attitudes permeate
all areas of the social worker’s life. He also examines the conflicts that may
arise due to personal ideals and the demands of the social work profession.
Ross (1996) shows how the attitudes of social workers i South -Africa are

influenced by the social climate.

The meaning of adolescence is explored. The literature reveals that this is a
time of change and challenges for the youth, particularly in South Africa at

present.

Stress and burnout are hazards of the social work profession. Most studies
consulted made recommendations for preventing bumout, some of which
were included in the literature study. A good South African source, that is
Van der Walt (1993), was helpful in providing information about the

stresses experienced by social workers locally.
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The literature on focus groups of local and international origin sets out the
value of this research method in exploratory research. The flexibility and
capacity of focus group‘ research to accommodate a rich body of data that
may be lost in more structured methods of rescarch are acknowledged to be

the primary advantages of this method.

The facilitation of social workers’ reflections on their work with
troubled youths

Social workers’ reflections on their work with troubled youths were
facilitated by means of two focus groups. Questions were used to stimulate
discussion. Six themes that emerged during the first focus group that were
regarded as the helpful in enabling the proup members 10 move forward,
were included for further discussion in the second focus group. The
questions were divided under three headings: knowledge and personal
experience wilh teenagers, feclings about teenagers and the provision of
scrvices Lo teenagers. These three calegories were assessed in terms of

positive and negative responses.

The proup members were regarded as experts in their field of service and
the researcher attempted to demonstrate to the respondents that their
attitudes, opimions and insights are valid and respecied. The researcher

commenced the focus group discussions with an overview of the purpose of
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the group, that is, to encourage the members to explore their experiences,
their frustrations, and innovations, and Lo suggest possible improvements, 1n
thesr work with troubled vouths. The full atiendance of the focus group
members demonstrated their motivation in exploring their attitudes. The
researcher encouraged them to be sensitive to the impact that their attitudes
have in their work with troubled youths, The group members developed a
good repariee and in a number of instances supporied and acknowledged
each other in sharing similar experiences and feelings through minimal

verbal responses.

The focus group was also aimed at stimulating the group ‘members to
explore and share relevant ideas which would benefit both them and their
agencies. For example, survival skiils for social workers who have large
caseloads, limited time and limnited resources. The members also shared

ideas for prevention programmes and resources available to youths.

5.4.1 Knowledge, attitudes and personal expericnce with teenagers
Questions 1, 2 and 3 dealt with the group member’s knowledpe, attitudes
and personal experience with teenagers. There were nincteen positive

answers and one negative answer.  The group members have a good
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understanding of the concept of adolescence and have an empathetic
attitude towards the adolcscents on their caseloads. They feel that many of
the troubled youths th.éy deal with are victims of bad parenting and an
unsympathetic educational system, who have to face many challenges
without family support. The group members used these questions to

rcconsider their own teenage experiences. The [ollowing themes emerged:

Self-concept: The respondents recognise there are a number of challenges
teenagers must deal with during adolescence with regard to their changing
identity as they make the transition from childhood to adulthood. Very
often these teenagers are in unsupportive environments with poor role
models and little encouragement. Very ofien teenagers have low self-esteem

as a result of the tack of support and problematic family relationships.

Personal experience: The respondents related how their personal
experiences as teenagers or experience with their own teenage children

assist them to understand and work with teenagers.

Feelings about teenagers
The responses to the question regarding feelings towards adolescents were

negative. This indicates that group members are concerned about teenagers
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im South Africa today. Adolescents are faced with many challenges and
social workers are only oo aware of the problems that arise when
ieenagers fail to make lhc right choices to enhance their life prospects and
opportunities. The group members do not have confidence in the parents’
ability to prepare their teemage children for these challenges. The
respondents also feel more negative about their own abilities or lack

confidence in their skills to efTectively deal with troubled adolescents.

The provision of services to leenagers

Questions 5 to 15 dealt with the provision of services to teenagers and their
families in child and family welfare apencies. The total number of positive
responses to these questions is 39 while the total number of negative

responses is 55,
The emerging themes are cutlined below:

Time: It is evident that group members do not feel that they have sufficicnt
time to devole lo their cases involving troubled youths and their {amilies.
Their caseloads are large, comprising between 70 and 100 cases. Some
social workers cannot carry oul the required therapeutic work due to the

limited hours in which they work, for example, 25 hours per week.
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Relationships: The group members recognise that unless a trusting
relationship is established with the teenager and his or her family,
clfective therapeutic .intewention 1s not possible. The members gave
examples of cases in which they do their utmost to establish a positive
therapeutic relationship with the troubled youth and the parents, but find
themselves getting drawn into problematic family relationships where it is

difficult to remain neutral.

Parents/foster parents: The social workers recognise the importance of
working closely with the parents, although a number of difficulties were
1dentified in this regard. The main problem appears to be a breakdown in
the relationship between the parents and the troubled teenager. The
parents have often reached a point where they feel helpless and exhausted
after trying to help their child. The parents are then frustrated when the
social worker indicates that she cannot solve their teenager’s problems but
will assist them in finding a suitable way to deal with the problems which

may take a period of time to solve.

Foster parents who arc prepared to take troubled teenage children are

difficult to find and these placements are often problematic because the
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foster parents lack the commitment and perseverance to assist a teenager

who has emotional, behavioural and social problems.

Responsibility:  Social workers recognise the need to outline the
respensthilities of the parents, as nisunderstandings often occur when
these are not made clear to the parents and the youth. The social worker
may empathise with the parcnts’ feelings of helplessness. Social workers
who, due to a lack of skill, time or inability 1o define the boundaries of
responsibilities, relieve the parents of their roles with regard to their
teenagers and place themsclves under unnecessary pressure to make
decisions on hehalf of the family. In doing this the social worker may
negatively affect the parent/teenager relationship as mutual respect may be

fost and alienation may occur due to feelings of failure and helplessness.

Schools: Social workers have to deal with schools in most cases of
uncontrollable youths. There may be commmunication problems and a lack
of understanding on the part of the principal of the wider effects and long
tenm imphications of expelling a pupil. These could be low self-esicem,
dropping out of school, difficulty in gaining entrance 1o other educational

institutions and reduced life opportunities in the luture.
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The office of the Minister of Welfare: Tarents or relatives maykrcport a
case to the Minister of Welfare and Population Development because they
disapree with the social worker’s decision or feel the service is
unprofessional. In some of these cases a ministerial inguiry is then opened.
This places pressure on the social worker who has to attend panel meelings,
prepare additional reports, deal with resistant parents and justify her
decisions, as well as manage her own defensiveness. This has to be handied

in addition to normal caseload demands.

Risk: The social worker often has io make decisions that may affect the
safety and future of the adolescent and his or her family, This places
additional pressure on the so¢ial worker to maintain her professional ideals,
which are to always act in the best interest of her client and to give the most
professional service within the framework of the welfare system in South
Africa, making the best use of the resources that are available. The risks
inherent in this type of work are that the teenager will be unhappy and
become angry and rebellious, the parents may abandon their child or that
the child may abscond or become involved in a negative peer group in the

industrial school or childrens” home,

The group members appear to be able to make recommendations and

decisions in spite of the risks mentioned above. On a personal level, they
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appear 1o use a process of self-talk and rationalisation which enables them
to cope with the stress and oulcomes, empowering them to move on. They
also tely on their coIEeague's who assist them in making decisions and
enable them to express thewr leelings with regard to the successes and
disappointmenis they encounter. The group members used the focus group
as a forum (o discuss their experiences of difficult cases as well as cases

where positive progress was made in helping the troubled youth.

Recommendations made by the focus group members for the
management of troubled youths

Several sugpestions for improving services (o iroubled youths and their
families, were made by the group members. These include:

* the sighing ol a contract which sets out the roles, responsibilities
and goals of the social worker, the youth and the parents

the establishment of a family therapy unit

the parents being rcquired to attend parenting courses run by
individual societies, such as the Systematic Training in Effective
Parenting (STEP) course

the encourapgement ol the parents (o attend specialized therapeutic
groups, such as the parent training and support course run in

association wilh the Department of Welfare in Preloria and a
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therapeutic  programme for youths and parents run by an
educational psychologist in Gauteng
the utilisation lv;)'f resources in the community, such as safe houses
run by professional {oster parents, church groups or families who
have a special empathy towards youth and who are prepared to
take them into their homes for short term or long term
placemements
peer proup counselling programmes in schools
the pooling of services such as specialised foster-parent training

and screening,

The idea of soucieties working closcr together to ofTer specialised services in
the eastern region of Gauteng has been propased by South African National
Council for Child and Family Welfare. The group members have, however,
not given seripus consideration (o this concept but have argued that the
logistics of such a large scale amalgamation of services might prove
difficult W negotiate and nanage due to the distanées clients and social
workers would have 1o travel. This view indicates the group members have
difficulty envisaging how they couid change their present work methods and

structures.



56

5.6.1

56.2

110.
Recommendations with regard to the attitudes of social workers
The researcher makes the following recommendations for the management
of social workers’ attitudes towards working troubled youths and in the

treatment of trouhled youths:

Team work: The child and farmly welfare agencies of east Gaugteng can
explore teamwork and a pooling of resources and services to relieve the
responsibility and pressure experienced by the social workers. An effective
team has the advantages of team support and team 1dentity. The team could
include one or two social workers who havc extensive experience with
cases of uncontrollable teenagers. The group members do not appear to
have given much thought to this strategy. Meetings could be arranged to
discuss how to go about introducing a cooperative service and what the

logistics of the organization would entail.

Therapeutic programmes: The utilisation of programmes aimed at
maintaining the family system and effective parcnting, thus helping the
parents to cope with their teenage children, The parents and teenager will
be asked to participate in the planning of treattnent which may include
attendance in a therapeutic programme. The following programmes will

help to prevent a breakdown in family relationships:
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* ongoing STEP and STEP Teen programmes
* the establishment of a family therapy unit
* referral to a parent support programme for parents with

uncontrotiable children run by the Department of Welfare and
Population Development

peer counselting programmes run in schools.

Mutual respect of adulis for one another gnables them {o cooperate on
behalf of the youth, and this should bhe part of the training exercise. The
youth, by example, will develop respect for adults, self-respect and self-
discipline. Training adolescents to serve other children or participate in
programmes such as peer counselling enables youths to obtain and provide

support, and also to learn from and model themselves on their peers.

In-service training for social workees: Traiming for the soctal workers
should be ongoing to enable and empower them to unprove their
professional skills.  Using an interactive style would enable them to
incorporate their present knowledge and use the training to assist in their
gxisting cases so that the training would be relevant and pertinent for the
social workers. Training would be mimed at developing an understanding of

the various modalities and approaches (o learning and promoting an
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undersianding of the life circumstances and level at which the client
operates. In this way a humane treatment of children and their families
becomes an integral };ari of the ongoing education of social workers,
encouraging a sensitivity and consideration of the needs of youths and the
development of a sensc of professional respounsibility. On a preventative
ievel they will acquire and improve their skills to run parenting courses,
support groups and community prujects, and on a therapeutic level wlil
undertake family therapy, Training urractal and cultural issues creates
social workers who personally wnderstand the wounds resulting from
discrimination, prejudiced services and a hostile environment. It s
imperative that service personne! have a high non-discriminating
pecspective. Training on the theoretical paradigims such as the principals
of systens theory is essential as this is the philosophy on which the
techniques of family therapy arc bascd. The benefits and merits of family
therapy can be demonsirated o the social workers in role-playing
scenarios, These will assist them Lo increase their skills and improve their
capacily to manage cases of uncontrollable youths, Personnel Lraining for
all human service professionals must utilise the most recent research and
modern techniques Lo ensure maximum compelency and accountability to
the community, Such training should also include a sensitivity to
individual needs so that first-class services may be provided to youths and

their families (White House Conference on Children 1970).
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Training in specific techniques for handling cases of troubled youths will
empower social workers and enhance professionat and personal confidence.
Drugs are a factor in zlﬁany cases of troubled youths and strategies for
dealing with drug abuse inust form part of the social workers’ in-service

traaning.

A support group for social workers: Social workers would benefit from
regular contact with other social workers dealing with troubled youths, A
support group would be helpful in cnabling them to share resources and
ideas. Consulting collcagues was identified as a need in the focus groups,
shating experiences is a form of catharsis. This would also provide a forum
for consultation and guidance in the present working environment where
there are inany changes and challenges. Personnel growth techniques such
as cognitive restructuring exercises could be taught at these support groups.
The use of visual im.ager)f and positive thinking will enable the workers to
question unrealistic and negative thought patterns, develop a positive-self
imagine and learn (o recognise their strengths and accept their limitations.
Stress coping interventions at the work place can be introduced by the
apencies as part of a staff support programme.  The social workers would
be able to identify the strengths ol colieagues and use these in a cooperative

way to improve the services provided.
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The coordination and monitoring of services: Representatives from each
agency providing services to uncontrollable youths and their families should
meet on a regular basisr lo monitor the statistics, This will enable social
workers to recognise trends and set standards for services to uncontrollable
teenagers.  The management of cases and the theoretical approaches
employed in cases of troubled youths could be explored in order to provide
more effective services. This group could also underiake the co-ordination,
planning and sharing of the professional or specialist members of staft
between agencies. Liaising with the Department of Welfare and Population
Development on procedures and resources 1s essential lo prevent
misunderstandings and [or the provision of the best possible service to

youths,

Contracting with the parents and youth: The social workers working with
troubled youths should meet to discuss the merits and implications of a
contract drawn up with the parents and the youth setting out their goals and
responsibilities and ihe nature of the services oflered by the organisation. It
must be shown that, in drawing up a contract with the clicnt, the social

worker is guided by the principles of justice and consultation at each slage.

Involving the parents and youth in decision making: Parents should be

made aware there is very litle choice in terms of the placement of their
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tecenage children in the child care system, and that, in many cases, these
placements will ot be, in the child’s besl interest due to a lack of options.
That s, there are oflen insulficient therapeutic services al these
mstitutions, poor facilitics and low educational standards. The ﬁnportance
of consultation with the youth and parents about their preferences and
atms must not be overlooked if their participation and co-operation is

reguired.

Dealing with problems experienced with residential facilities and
schools: Social workers 1n eastern Gouteng could undertake a study using
pacticipalory research to explore the problems experienced with industrial
scllu_mis, children’s homes and other schools in repard to troubled youths.
These issues could be taken up with the Departiment of Education and the

Department of Weilare and  Population Development.

Setting out guidclines for procedures and ensuring children’s rights arc
upheld: The social workers should develop guidelines for legal and
administrative procedures. They must acknowledge their respansibility to
guarantee the youth’s rights and ensure the youth is placed in a stable

environment in order to avoid further cmotional insecurity and irceparable
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damage. Parents and all other adults who have a relationship with the youth

must be educated and reminded of the rights which that youth has,

Encouraging the parents and youlhs to participate in support
programmes: Efforts to involve troubled youths and families in support
programmes should be intensified in order 1o minimise the need for

separaling the youth and parents.

Sctting minimum standards: South African child and youath
care system(1988)  This docwment, produced by the Inter-Ministerial

Commitlee on Youny

People at Risk, provides general guidelines and procedures that should be
followed in services to troubled youths. These guidelines apply at the fevels
of prevention, early imntervention and statutory intervention, in foster care
and restdential care, with regard (o manageinent, safety, oulcomes,
prograinmed practices, standards and the developmental milieu and climate.
Manuals such as these are helpful as they clarify requirements and
prbcedures. The social @forkers should form a study group (o establish how
Ecst o operationatise the recommendations made by the Department of

Welfare and Population Development.
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The above strategies are suggestions aimed at improving services in child
and family welfare agencies. Each social worker is, however, personaily
responsible for her own .pruf essional advancement and growth. When she
recognises and accepis this challenge and becomes actively involved in
increasing her own knowledpe and skills and those of her colleagues, she
may enhance her feeting of competence and this will be reflected positively

in her work,

Synopsis

Social workers play a pivotal role in ensuring teenagers’ rights are
respected. Should these riphts be viofated or should the Iife of an individual
become intolerable he or she should have access to professional services
and, 1 necessary, be able to live apart from his family in a safe
cnvironment.  Conversely, should parents find they cannot cope with an
irresponsible or totaily uncooperative child, they are entitled o official
services. The attitudes of social workers towards their teenage clients plays
an impertant role in how they dcal with troubled youths and their families,
and how they cope with cver increasing cases where there is a need for

intervention in cases of troubled youths.

The focus group discussions reveal that the group members do not feel they

have adequate skills to provide effective therapeulic interventions to
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troubled youths and their familics. This was made clear by comments such

k] (13
>

as “we rely on basic counselling skills™, “we are a jack of all trades and
master of none” and “;personally I do not feel qualified to deal with
substance abuse problems”. The group members do not feel qualified to
prevent a breakdown of the family relationships through interventions to
families themselves. ‘They are not familiar with the newer paradigms of
family therapy and other theories that promote improved internal and
external [amily interactions. The group members recognise the need to
improve the family’s refationships and communication with society at large,
such the as school, medical personnel and social welfare, as these have an
impaci on how they cope with transitions and solve their probiems. It is the
rescarcher’s bias thalt important techniques and approaches such as
ecosystems theory, strategic and structural family therapy are useful
therapeutic nterventions for helping families who are experiencing
problems with their tcenagers. These are based on systems theory.
Knowledge of these therapeutic techniques will empower social workers
who presently rely on basic social work skills such as problem solving.
Relerral of cases to other organisations such as Famsa and the South
African National Council for Alcohol and Drugs Abuse (Sanca) would

suggest that the group members lack the confidence to undertake

therapeutic interventions with families. The group members often appear to
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accept the family’s conclusion that the only solution to the problem is the

removal of the problem vouth.

The group members are concerned about the lack of suilable industrial
schools and children’s homes. Some children’s homes have admission
cnteria which are not sensitive 1o individual youth’s needs, for example,
only short-term placcements are accepted, i.e. for one year or less. Discipline
in schools, industrial schosls and children’s homes is ofien inefieclive due
10 hortages of staff and a lack of stafl training. Therapeutic support systems
and reconstruction services for the vouth and the family are not adequate.
These concerns highlight the fact that removing a leenager from his or her

lamily is a risky business and not always in the youth’s best inlerest.

The group members had mixed reactions Lo the povling of the services of
child and {umily welfare agencies in the castern region of Gauteng. This
idea has been pul forward for investigation by the South African National
Council £1ﬁ Child and Family Wellare. Group members have not given
:.acréuus consideration to lﬁis concept,-bul pointed out that the logistics ol
.ﬁu:h a large scale amalgamation might prove difficult to negotiate and
manage. Social workers are expecied by the Depariment of Weliare and
Population Developiment 1o work at the preventative and early intervention

levels. However, social workers have difficulty applying early intervention
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strategies, such as running parenting and life skills courses and establishing
support groups for parent and teenagers, due to a general apathy on the part
of the clients and lack of support from the schools. Although the group
members do recognise the importance of preventative programmes, only
one agency 1s running a STEP course, while another has Taunched a pilot
peer counselling programme. These programmes run more effectively in
the larger child welfare agencies where there are more professional stafi to
run courses out of normal working hours and a larger caseload from which
to draw participants. This supports the concept of the pooling of resources,
where the smaller agencies would be able to refer clients and the larger

agencies would have more candidates for the courses they run.

The group members are judgmental of the parents and the welfare system in
South Africa. The analysis of the discussions indicates the group members
have a negative attitude to their work (based on 39 positive and 55 negative
comments). They feel frustrated and il-equipped to deal with troubled
youths. As a social worker, one trequently encounters feelings of
powerlessness due to inadequate training and/or education which can lead

to burnout (Van der Walt 1993},

The group members spoke freely about their attitudes towards their work

with troubled youths. They had a need to express their concerns, and share
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with and consult group members about their experiences of the cases they
were involved in. The group members easily became involved in the
discussion and indicated their own concerns aboul this particular field of
service. It appears that supervision is done in an informal way at most
agencies which may not be adequate, as shown by the group members’

negative aititudes and lack of confidence.

The social workers tended to blame the parents for their lack of cooperation
in solving the problems expenenced by the youth, The researcher feels that
the parents generally feel helpless, powerless and exhausted in their efforts
to solve their problems. Family therapy would be a hetpful appfoach in
assisting the parents (o chanpe their perspective, enabling them to look at
the problem in a new light and to move forward. An appropriate family
therapy unit which includes a therapy room and an observation room
divided by a one way miror with sound and recording equipment and an
expertenced team of family therapisis will be necessary 10 provide this kind

of service.

End note
A great many troubled teenagers are in a difficult situation in South Africa
where they are beyond effective containment and control by their parents

and welfare services are not easily accessible or effective. They are oflen
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subject 1o interrupled schaoling and face poor employment prospects. These
teenagers are being poorly prepared for responsible adult life. Under these
circumstances, the production of youths with poor prospecis is almost
inevitable. In order for this situation to change appreciably, progress must
be made on problems atl both the educdtion and employment levels. An
important adjunct would be the development of a more satisfactory ‘leenage
culture’, supported by organisations such as child and family weifare
socielies which are direcied to meet the necds of teenagers experiencing

problems.

The information in the literature study and the data collected from two
focus groups indicate work with troubled teenagers and their famslies is a

dcﬁmnding and specialised area of soctal work services. The focus group
members gencrally viewed their impact negatively or regarded themselves
as inadequale [or the task. The social workers’ knowledge and skills are
directly rejated lo Lhe standard of service they deliver 1o their clienls. The
social worker is the most essential and valuable element in social work
practice; she snust know herself, her strengths and weaknesses, and she
must be aware ol her own attitudes, values and feelings about hersell and
her clients. A lack ol confidence in onc’s ability to provide an effective
service leads 1o feelings ol negativity and helplessness. The social workers

have to assess themselves: they should explore their attitudes, beliels and
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values, as well as the nature of the service they are providing as a point of

departure to timproving the services in the youth care system,
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APPENDIX 1

I What does adolescence mean?

2. Where do my ideas and attitudes come from?

3. What do 1 think about my own adolescence?

4, How do | feel about the adolescents 1 know?

5, How confident do I feel in my work with adolescents?

0. Does the agency T work (or have set procedures that determine the nature of
interventions with troubled youths?

7. Arc the troubled teenagers and their Tamilies deall with as individuals or as an
interrelated system?

8. Is a team approach employed, involving regular consultation with a supervisor
or colleagues?

9. Do 1 feel that [ have a wide enough knowledge of the theory and techniques to
provide effective counsclling Lo youths and families?

10.  Are systemic family therapy techniques employed?

11, Are there suflficient resources for troubled teenagers in South Africa?

12, What prevenlative stratcgics do | employ before opening a Children’s Court
enquiry?

13, Do 1 have a feeling of having failed professionally if 1 open a Chaldren’s Court
enguiry?

14. Do the institutions selected for the chiidren meet their particular needs? Are

there other choices 1f the institutions do not meet their needs?
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15, What feastble recommmendation {or change to the services for iroubled youths

can he made?



APPENDIX 11

How can we change and improve our services?

The suggestion has been made that we need to work with the whole family. Do
we have the skills to do this, however?

I 1s evident that we are secing more complicated family problems imvolving
adolescents which often includes abuse of substances by the adolescent or by the
pareni(s)? Do we feel qualified to deal with these problems?

Do we want to keep families together?

How can we become more involved in preventative strategies?

The National Council for Child and Family Welfare is investigating a pooled
service in cast Gauteng, What 1s your view of a colfective service? How do you

see your own contribution to this?
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