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ABSTRACT 

The study focused on highlighting challenges faced by social workers in child protection, 

the similarities, and differences in child protection values between the two parties and how 

social workers are perceived. This was with the problem that social workers face difficulties 

or clashes with the local community and specifically on cultural and traditional elements, 

although some surprising factors emerged as the study progressed. The study was 

qualitative with purposive sampling and used individual interviews for social workers and 

group interviews for community members in data collection. In general, the study involved 

both deductive and inductive approaches of research. In terms of specific qualitative data 

analysis, it involved phenomenology. Theories used in the study are the systems theory, 

utilitarianism, cultural universalism, and relativism. The findings indicated that social 

workers face challenges including Lack of Adequate Resources; differences of how families 

raise children; blame on the Social Worker; priority  differences between culture, tradition 

and social work; spiritual and religious beliefs as a barrier; children and/or 

parents/guardians do not report due to shame and clients complained about procedures by 

social workers. It concluded that the major problem was the manner of approach and 

interaction between the community and social worker and that if the social workers follow 

cultural procedures and include community members more with the aid of adequate 

resources in some areas. In such, social work practice could be made better and this could 

pave a way for new related studies.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

Child protection is one of the major and important elements in social work and just like any other 

element, it has got its challenges, which include clashes between social workers and clients who 

are parents or guardians of children. Several studies have shown some challenges faced by social 

workers in practicing child protection in terms of cultural and traditional values. For example, a 

study by Laviner (2013), in Sweden, found that immigrant families who originate from other 

countries such as Africa and the middle east carry and hold with them cultural values from their 

heritage. These have an influence on their socialization, relationships, child-rearing practices and 

ways of interacting for a child’s development (Laviner, 2013). On the other hand, social workers 

in the hosting country practice based on principles that have been laid out as into how children 

must be raised. Because of this, there have been clashes between social workers and some families. 

In another study by Harris (2012), a lot of migrant families have been said to encounter problems 

with how to raise children in developed countries because their parenting styles do not promote 

children’s rights. In cases like these, professionals like social workers get involved for the sake of 

securing the children. In relation, another study in the UK stated existing clashes between social 

workers and guardians in which Parental resistance is a global element in social work involving 

children and family social work (Forrester, Westlake, & Glynn, 2012). Parental resistance can 

therefore, be understood as one of the main factors that shape the nature of social work with 

families where children are in need or at risk of significant harm. 

This study, however, addressed the challenges as clashes because it is not only focused on social 

worker’s problems with clients but also the client’s problems with social workers.  Although the 

examples of clashes have been reported in different places and involvement of immigrant families 

with local social workers, this study focused on identifying the challenges social workers face 

when they practice child protection in Malawi, Africa, especially when they must implement 

placement of a child outside the home as the last resort in helping the child. Specifically, in Malawi, 

the study was based at Kwithu Community Based Organisation in Luwinga area of Mzuzu City, 

which is in the Northern part of the country. It is not limited to immigrant families as per the above-

mentioned studies, but any family affected in the study and with Social Workers who would 

perhaps be familiar with some of the communities traditional and cultural systems. 
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The area was selected by me, following an observation I had in the area, where there were clashes 

between professional child care and protection (Social Work) and some members of the local 

community which in some cases led to fatal results such as the death of the child in subject. The 

observation could compliment the statement that although social workers do their job for the 

child’s best interests, their roles are misunderstood especially by the parents of the children 

involved (Harris, 2012) and it indicates that Malawi is of no exception to this. On the other hand, 

the Vwira group (community representatives in the study) was selected because it is composed of 

members who have got an insight into both community systems as well as Social Worker’s 

principles in helping children in their area. Therefore, the Vwira would have an experience of both 

parties and would perhaps give a clear insight into the gap or difference. It also had individuals 

who represented different aspects of the community such as parents, teachers and community 

leaders, all of who worked with both social workers and families in the community. 

A further description of the area of study and a specific group of participants, who were selected 

is presented in the background section of this content after the problem statement and research 

questions. Although social workers do their job for the child’s best interests, their roles are 

misunderstood especially by the parents of the children involved (Harris, 2012) and Malawi is of 

no exception to this. 

 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Despite the introduction of social work involvement in different sectors, social workers still face 

limitations in conducting their duties such as child placement outside the home as an act of child 

protection and this makes practice hard.  

The importance of a family in social work varies depending on how much support and services the 

welfare from the state will- and can provide (Oltedal & Nygren, 2015). Malawi as a developing 

country struggles economically even in the social welfare sector. Because of this, there are not 

many resources to enable a child’s placement outside the home. This leads to some situations in 

which the child must be placed within the extended family (Tembo & Oltedal, 2015). Although 

the new or potential caretaker may be willing to take care of the child safely, social workers must 

go through traditional or cultural rules or settings about the process and it is not always successful. 
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Social workers get involved with children in conflict with the law, settlement of matrimonial 

disputes and family violence, all of which can impact children’s wellbeing (M'bayeni, 2018). They 

conduct case management; mediation and counseling; family visits to determine suitability for 

children in need of care and protection; they also coordinate the work of NGOs, as well as 

Community Based Organizations in child protection. Social workers’ professional discretion, 

however, is affected by patriarchal systems, culture, state regulations and professional value. This 

situation is more common when the practice is done in remote areas and rare or less in the urban 

areas (Tembo & Oltedal, 2015). 

 Dilemmas arise frequently in social work, especially in situations regarding equality claims for 

women; children; ethnic, religious and sexual minorities; or involving tensions over individualism 

against the claims of the group or community also known as communalism. Social workers in 

everyday practice, encounter different cultures with values that conflict with their own and must 

struggle with the practical question: ‘when is different just different and when is different wrong 

?’ (Donaldson, 1996, p. 48).  

Relating it to this study, in Malawi, there is a hierarchy in the family just like any other system or 

organization and the father of the household or family is at the top, followed by the mother and 

then the children at the bottom (Phiri, 2009). This is a patriarchal setting of hierarchy in the family 

and it determines how social workers do their job with the family. Fathers have got such dominance 

of families and power over children such that in some cases, it holds a huge impact if a social 

worker decides to place a child outside the home (Tembo & Oltedal, 2015). This is because if the 

father does not consent to a decision made by the social workers, it then becomes difficult for the 

decision to be carried out which may increase tension between the two parties.  

In as much as social workers are trained to be conscious of cultures, it is crucial to recognize that 

there are multiple understandings of social work and that it is not really a universal profession with 

universal values (Beddoe & Fouché, 2014). This study, therefore, is meant to highlight the 

problems that social workers face in the community, their differences as well as their shared values 

in child protection. These misunderstandings between social workers and the local community 

could strain cooperation between professionals and parents and therefore, making collaborative 

work difficult.  
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1.3.1 Main Question 

➢ What are the existing social challenges or obstacles that social workers face in practicing 

child protection cases especially those connected to traditional norms, values and systems, 

when they have to place the child outside the home, in Luwinga area in Mzuzu, Malawi 

Africa? 

1.3.2 Sub Questions 

➢ What common and different values do social workers and community members share 

regarding child protection in Luwinga area? 

➢ How do community members regard social workers in cases that relate to child protection 

in Luwinga area?  

 

1.4. BACKGROUND 

This section is meant to give an understanding of the kind of environment, participants and the 

origin and position of child protection and social work in Malawi 

According to Malawi’s National Social Welfare Policy, before colonization which occurred in 

1981 to 1964, most African societies used traditional structures in dealing with vulnerable people. 

They used kinship such as the extended family and traditional leadership (Avendal, 2011). 

Missionaries who later migrated into the country, established and introduced churches. Besides 

religious teachings, the churches also offered education, health, alms and counseling services for 

communities. This served as informal social work or as informal social workers (Darkwa, 1999). 

Following its independence in 1964, Malawi began to establish social work training, with a 

community development certificate. In 1978, a certificate course in social welfare that produced 

Social Welfare Assistants (SWAs) (Magomero College Arcive Files, 1980). More Social Work 

training channels were later introduced.  Despite this long history, social work has not been fully 

professionalized. Social work in Malawi was essentially an urban phenomenon directed at 

migrants and juvenile delinquents, who posed a threat to urban living (Potts, 1986). 

Social work institutions were later introduced, for example, the Social Welfare Department and 

Civil Society organizations, which include Community based organizations as well as local and 
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International non-governmental organizations. These have been in a working relationship with the 

government.  

In the working relationship, the main providers of social welfare support from the government’s 

end have been the Ministry of Gender, Children, Disability and Social Welfare (MoGCDSW); 

Ministry of Health, Ministry of Economic Planning and Development, Ministry of Labour; and 

Ministry of Youth and Sports. Currently, Social workers in Malawi are the lead professionals in 

the provision of social welfare services. They generally fall under The Ministry of Gender, 

Children, Disability and Social Welfare (Sibale & Nthambi, 2008).  

Despite the introduction of social work involvement in different sectors, social workers still face 

limitations in conducting their duties, however, this content draws its focus on social work and 

child protection, in cases of child placement outside the home. Despite that the church and the 

community have got an important role to play in welfare provision, they are not enough anymore 

in dealing with social problems that have resulted from rapid social and technological change 

(Rwomire & Raditlhokwa, 1996).   

1.4.1 Child protection in Malawi 

Malawi’s constitution, and the Child Care Protection and Justice Act, define a child as a person 

below 16 years. But Malawi is also party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, both of which define a child as anyone 

below 18. Another domestic law, the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act, defines a child as a 

person below 18. 

Child protection in Malawi has a series of events. Tracing back to 1991, the convention of the 

rights of a child was endorsed (United Nations, 1989). This was to promote that children should 

have basic survival and development needs provided for them with protection from abuse and 

exploitation and to promote their participation in decisions that affect them. The rights of a child, 

therefore, were established as a basis in which all these would be evaluated (Jones & Welch, 2018). 

In addition, Malawi also became a part of the African Charter on the Rights of the welfare of the 

child in 1999. The charter refers to children as having a responsibility in contributing to the family, 

social and national solidarity, to maintain the African cultural Values and contribute to the moral 

wellbeing of the society (Olowu, 2002). Although the implementation of children’s rights and the 

respect for cultural values must work along with each other, childhood in Malawi continues to be 
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influenced by patriarchal culture (Tiessen, 2008). In this case, power is located based on gender 

and age and there is high male dominance in prioritizing and decision making.  

The Malawi Child Protection Strategy of 2012 to 2016, explained the situation of child protection 

in Malawi to be in dire. It described that one in every six children in Malawi are vulnerable and 

risk violence, abuse, exploitation and neglect. These children are also at risk of HIV and AIDS 

(UNICEF, 2011). According to Malawi’s National Plan of Action for Vulnerable children (2015-

2019), an analysis conducted in 2013 had found that there are over 1.8 million vulnerable children 

in the country and many of them subjected to various forms of abuse, exploitation and lack of 

access to essential services (Government of Malawi, 2015).  

The child protection sector in Malawi is led and coordinated by the Ministry of Gender, Children 

with Disability and Social Welfare with the inclusion of other organizations, departments, 

ministries and agencies. UNICEF in agreement with the Government of Malawi works to protect 

children from violence. The UNICEF child protection program creates a system which prevents 

and reacts to violence, abuse, exploitation of any form, as well as child neglection as it also works 

to alleviate the effects of HIV/AIDS. The child protection program also increases access to child 

protection across Malawi (UNICEF for every Child, 2018). 

1.4.2 Child placement outside the home 

There are some situations in which children must be moved to a different place or guardian in 

avoiding fatalities such as death of the child or trauma. In Malawi, when it comes to placing 

children outside the home as an act of child protection, the extended family is the first and 

usually main option.Where a child has to be placed outside the home, the parents, the extended 

family or the court can choose a guardian for the child. In the absence of a guardian, the child can 

be placed in either a public foster home or a private foster home (Malawi Government, 2010). In 

some cases, children without any potential guardian are placed in orphanages. When making such 

decisions, social workers must do so based on a set of principles. The 1994 International Federation 

of Social Workers (IFSW) Code of Ethics identified with this middle ground when it recommends 

the adaptation of ethical principles, stating: the first purpose of the IFSW Declaration of Ethical 

Principles is ‘to formulate a set of basic principles for social work, which can be adapted to culture 

and social settings’ (Healy, 2007). Are practitioners left to decide when and how to adopt ethical 
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principles? And on what basis should they make these decisions? Social Workers face conflicting 

challenges when making decisions and these are with communal culture and traditions.  

 

1.4.3 A Focus on Kwithu Community Based Organisation in Luwinga, Mzuzu, Malawi 

The study had its focus on kwithu Community Based Organization, and its area of impact called 

Luwinga area, which is in the outskirts of the northern city of Malawi called Mzuzu. But before 

getting to know what the organization is about; it is important to know the setting of Social work-

related organizations in Malawi.  

There are different types of organizations in Malawi that are non-governmental and work within 

the social field. These can be classified into Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) both 

national and international, Church-based Organizations and Community-based Organizations. The 

focus here, however, is on one community-based organization (CBO).  

CBOs in Malawi are legal entities and these are registered by district councils which are in charge 

of the implementation of social development in their communities (Knowlege for Health, 2018) 

and many CBOs in Malawi focus on HIV/AIDS. In the decentralization system, the Malawi 

Government recognizes one Community Based Organisation under one Group Village Head 

(GVH). This is the same for Kwithu Community-Based Organization, whose catchment area; 

Luwinga is the center of study. The reason the area was chosen has earlier been stated in the 

introductory section. 

The Kwithu Community Based Organization is one of the institutions in Mzuzu, the Northern part 

of Malawi Africa. It began in 2004, With its mission to feed, educate and empower. The 

Organisation began with twenty volunteering women on a promise to help vulnerable children. 

Having begun with twenty, over time, the number of children grew and currently, there are three 

hundred and fifty children registered. The children do not live at kwithu, rather they only report 

and go back to their parents or guardian. The organization, however, does play a role in making 

home follow up especially if the child appears to be at high risk of danger such as illness or abuse, 

particularly those living with HIV. 
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1.4.3.1 The Vwira group of Kwithu and Luwinga Community 

 Under an outreach program at Kwithu, some volunteers work with the organization as middlemen 

between it and the community. It is easier to properly work with community members if they are 

involved in decision making and it is easier for an external social worker to work with them when 

they are actively involved. This group of volunteers is called the ‘Vwira group’ and ‘Vwira’ means 

‘help’ as they actively work to help the vulnerable in the community, alongside the CBO. The 

Vwira group is composed of some community leader representative, parents of children and some 

other community members who just want to help.  The target group, in this case, was therefore, 

the Vwira group, who would represent their community in a group interview about child 

protection, social work and culture in their community.  

 

1.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In doing their work and dealing with clients, Social Workers do face many different obstacles. 

However, there are a few theories that can help Social Workers to critically understand and analyze 

some of the challenges they are facing, and how they can be utilized to achieve positive solutions. 

Theoretical approaches for social work are often used to explain human behavior and serve as 

starting points for practice models and treatments (Simmons, 2014). Theory provides a backcloth 

and rationale for the research and a framework within which social phenomena can be understood 

and the research findings can be interpreted (Bryman, 2012). 

The study used theories to understand the situation and system of the social workers as well as the 

community members in study. The theories helped to understand why social workers do what they 

do and how they do it. Theories also helped understand the different reactions and interactions of 

the people under study. In this case, four theories used in this study were/are systems theory, 

universalism and cultural relativism as well as the utilitarian theory. These are further explained 

below and to whom they apply in the study. 

1.5.1 Systems Theory 

System theory is a way of explaining and understanding increasingly complex systems across a 

field that involves the person-in-environment (Anderson, Carter , & Lowe, 1999). It focuses on 

individuals as part of a system, how they integrate to the system and mix with psychological 
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elements of practice. Exploring the systems theory helps social workers to understand how 

individuals interact with others in families, communities as well as in wider social environments. 

In this case, systems are entities with boundaries, where physical and mental energy is exchanged 

(Payne, 2005). Boundaries in a system help practitioners to understand certain issues or 

relationships within the client’s network (Ibid). Therefore, systems theory helps to create a focus 

on present communication among people, in a way of intervening and providing how problems 

are maintained in a situation. They do this by establishing and following norms on how things 

ought to be done to minimize the risk of unexpected and unwanted events. 

Sometimes social workers are limited in their practice concerning certain cases because of the 

system in the environment in which they must work. They must appeal to their professional 

discretion but also respect the system of the context of their practice, which also affects their 

decisions regarding placing a child outside the home (Tembo & Oltedal, 2015). Social workers 

must respect the society or organizations norm, values cultural practices, for example, the common 

family setting in Malawi is the patriarchy kind of setting. The term patriarchal was originally used 

to describe the power of the man or the father as head of household and to refer to the systematic 

organization of male supremacy, dominance along with female subordination (Kramarae, 1992). 

The introduction and practice of male dominance over women and children are historical, with the 

patriarchal family as the unit of organization. In environments like these, social workers must 

understand the reasons for patriarchy in a society and how elements of a community work under 

the patriarchy system with close attention to individual behavior of clients in such systems. 

Systems theory serves as an organizing conceptual framework for understanding (Meyer, 1983). 

1.5.2 Universalism and Cultural Relativism 

Some events in this study were viewed through universalism and cultural relativism. Social work 

values and ethics have often been held out as unifying features of the profession. “From a global 

or multicultural perspective, however, values and ethics may be more divisive than unifying” 

(Healy, 2007) .The focus in this had a basis on two questions: should ethical principles in social 

work be universally applied? and, are the values held out as cornerstones of social work ethics 

universally relevant? 

Universalists or deontological school of ethics argue that ‘an action is inherently right or wrong ’ 

and therefore, ethical rules are universal (Dogolf, Loewenberg , & Harrington, 2005) .On the other 
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hand, the relativist or teleological school holds that ethical principles are contingent on context; 

ethical decisions may vary ‘on the basis of the context in which they are made or on the basis of 

the consequences that result’ (Dogolf, Loewenberg , & Harrington, 2005). 

The situation of the community members or communities can be viewed through the cultural 

relativists. These hold an argument that ‘culture is the sole source of the validity of a moral right 

or rule’ and that there are no common standards, only culturally specific ones (Donelly, 1984). The 

roles and status of women and children in families, communities and cultures are probably the 

most frequent sources of value clashes over social work ethics and human rights between 

individual right s and cultural traditions (Healy, 2007). 

In other words, culture appears to be holding more power in communities in which social workers 

practice, to the extent in which there are clashes when social workers have to make decisions 

especially concerning women and children, but children in this case. Whatever decisions to be 

made, culture holds the power to say if it is valid or not, without looking at consequences 

otherwise.  

Universalism may come in as a way through to understanding social worker’s way of thinking and 

ethics as into having something to be either right or wrong without compromise. Universalism can 

also be a way of understanding the culture within the community which can be said to be universal 

to the community members.  There are some social work values that are common to the 

international ethical document, Ethics in Social Work, Statement of Principles, and to codes of 

ethics from individual countries. These are loosely identified as cornerstone values of the 

profession. (Healy, 2007)Some social work ethics have been universalized, such that when social 

workers try to implement them in certain areas, they get into conflict with existing cultural ethics. 

These ethics include belief in the worth and dignity of each person; commitment to non-

discrimination and equality; acceptance of the rights of persons to self-determination and to 

confidentiality in their dealings. social workers have got multiple ethical responsibilities to those 

served, to the profession, to employing institutions, to fellow professionals and to society at large 

(Healy, 2007). Another important ethical principle is the avoidance of doing harm through 

professional actions. Social Workers, therefore, can be viewed to use universally designed 

principles, in communities, whereas cultural values traditions and norms may be relative in a 

society. 
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1.5.3 Utilitarian Theory 

 The Utilitarian theory was applied as a way to understand Social Workers thinking of decision 

making in child protection. The theory focuses on the result of a decision.  It has got its focus on 

producing benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness and to prevent the happening of 

mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered: if that party be the 

community in general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then the 

happiness of that individual (Bentham, 1979). It is focused on consequences and results; the main 

basis of morality is determined by its usefulness which is utility (Habibi, 2001) . The action that is 

morally correct, produces the most happiness or good with pleasure over pain, meaning the least 

amount of suffering. 

In this study, based on the utilitarian theory, some important questions that may occur during 

decision making in practice may be “should culture or the system expectations be more important 

than one’s life?” “What can be done to bring out the best outcome?” This is the time when 

individuals, especially social workers in this case, must question certain behaviors, thus turning 

common sense into good sense; epistemology. According to Audi (2003), epistemology, or the 

theory of knowledge, is concerned with how we know what we do, what justifies us in believing 

what we do, and what standards of evidence we should use in seeking truths about the world and 

human experience. (Audi, 2003). Social workers work for the wellbeing of their clients and some 

procedures in which they use to help children for the greatest good, may not be in favor of the 

entire society. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.1 METHODOLOGY 

2.1.1 Qualitative Methods 

The study adopted qualitative methods because the study focuses on the experiences of those 

involved. Qualitative research method normally looks for answers to questions by using predefined 

procedures and the questions are answered through collecting evidence. The findings that this 

method produces are not determined in advance. In addition, the findings are not just for the study 

but are of use beyond it where they may be applicable. Qualitative research methods provide clarity 

on actual experiences by people or respondents of the research at hand. These experiences include 

behaviors, beliefs, relationships, emotions or opinions (Mack N., 2005). In addition, qualitative 

research methods do help to identify unseen and intangible issues such as religion, ethnicity, social 

norms as well as socioeconomic status. In general, qualitative research helps in the interpretation 

and the understanding of a wide range of reality of specific situations and meanings of qualitative 

data, which this study is about. Relating it to the current study, the quest was to highlight and 

develop knowledge about experiences in practice, values of different cultures as well as ethics in 

social work.  

Qualitative methods involve inductive or deductive approaches. The Inductive approach is used or 

recommended when there is no or not enough past knowledge about the phenomenon, on the other 

hand, the deductive one is applied following past or previous knowledge, hence the purpose of the 

study is theory testing. (Kyngäs & Elo, 2008) and this study involved both approaches.  

2.1.1.1 Study Formulation with Deductive and Inductive Approach  

In terms of the deductive approach,  the researcher, on the basis of what is known about in a 

particular topic and of theoretical considerations in relation to that topic, deduces a hypothesis that 

must then be subjected to empirical scrutiny (Bryman, 2012). In this study, the research came from 

past studies that involved social work clashes with clients in the field of practice concerning 

children. The statement, in this case, is that there are differences that lead to clashes between social 

work practice and clients when dealing with child protection. Having formed the hypothesis, data 

collection based on the hypothesis following from past theory was then collected. In this case, an 

area was selected where data collection was collected, and this was done in order to see if the 

elements that cause clashes between social work practice and clients could possibly be similar as 

in some past studies. The findings were therefore meant to be confirmed or rejected, however, with 
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a confirmation, new knowledge on the topic was formed, leading to an inductive approach being 

a part of the research too. The inductive approach is when the researcher infers the implications of 

his or her findings for the theory that prompted the whole exercise. (Bryman, 2012) The findings 

are fed back into the stock of theory, therefore findings and the interpretations can be fed back into 

the stock of knowledge.  

2.1.2 Data Collection 

There are different methods of data collection in qualitative research including observations, 

textual or visual analysis and interviews which can be individual or group interviews (Silverman, 

2000). This study however, focused on the interview as a method for data collection, both 

individual and group. This method was chosen because the study sought to know the key 

respondent’s experiences, perceptions and suggestions pertaining to child protection in their area. 

Interviews are, therefore, most appropriate where little is already known about the study 

phenomenon or where detailed insights are required from individual participants. (Gill, Stewart, 

& Chadwick, 2008). Qualitative methods, such as interviews, are believed to provide a ‘deeper’  

understanding of social phenomena than it would be obtained from purely quantitative methods, 

such as questionnaires (Silverman, 2000). 

The purpose of the research interview is to explore the views, experiences, beliefs and/or 

motivations of individuals on specific matters (Gill, Stewart, & Chadwick, 2008), for example 

child protection, social work and culture in this case. In terms of the interview, a semi-structured 

interview was used in the study. A Semi-structured interview consists of a number of key questions 

that help to define the areas that are to be explored, but it also allows the interviewer or the 

interviewee to diverge in order to pursue an idea or a response in more detail (Britten, 1999). 

Community representatives therefore on behalf of parents, guardians, leaders of the area were 

interviewed as a group or focus group about their experience with social workers in their area.  The 

focus group technique is a method of interviewing that involves more than one, usually at least 

four, interviewees (Bryman, 2012). On the other hand, Social workers were also interviewed 

individually.  

2.1.3 Purposive Sampling  

To gather the respondents, the purposive sampling technique was used. The purposive sampling 

technique, also called judgment sampling, is the deliberate choice of a participant due to the 
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qualities the participant possesses. It is a non-random technique that does not need underlying 

theories or a set number of participants (Bernard, 2002). In other words, the researcher decides on 

what knowledge is to be sought with regard to the objectives of the study. People who can and are 

willing to provide the information by virtue of knowledge or experience are therefore selected. 

Those selected are known to be proficient and well-informed with a phenomenon of interest. 

Purposive sampling of key actors, in this case, are social workers, some rural community 

representatives who work also find themselves working with the social workers in child protection 

issues. These community members are also composed of some local leadership representative and 

parents of children within the study area. These have encountered or have knowledge about 

complications in child protection or replacement events.  These are also guardians, parents and 

local leader make up an action group that works between the community-based organization 

through which the social worker work and their community.  social workers were interviewed 

separately, whereas the rest were set as a focus group discussion and interview. Through purposive 

sampling, key respondents who are Social workers and community representatives such as parents 

and community leadership representatives of the area in the study were involved as informants.  

The reasons and advantages of having this focus group interview were that there were different 

people collectively known as the Vwira group, who have earlier been introduced in the 

introduction section. The group is composed of parents/guardians of children, a community leader, 

teachers as well as some members who are just community members that work with Kwithu and 

therefore there was different representation of people. In addition, having a focus group was 

convenient considering limited time and resources to mobilize people at different times and days, 

there were however some limitations in this, which have been included in the limitations section 

at the ending of this chapter. 

 

2.1.4 Content Analysis 

 This study employed a qualitative data analysis method called phenomenology to ascertain 

empirical facts. In this research, phenomenology as a data analysis was deemed suitable because 

it gives room to present in-depth descriptive and subjective interpretations of the participant’s lived 

experiences, about child protection and traditional settings. Understanding their perspective is 

important because “experience is not a buzzing flux but a constituted and meaningful ordered 



 

 15 
 

understanding” (Polkinghorne, 1983). Therefore, we can ascertain a critical insight into how 

participant’s perceive social workers roles and empowerment, child protection, cultural and 

traditional settings to explain how they can all work close to harmony. A downside of using this 

method of analysis is that the findings would be based on experiences which may be subjective 

(Wagne, 1984).   

To describe and understand the phenomenon, qualitative content analysis was applied. It is a 

method that is used to analyse written, verbal or visual communication messages (Cole, 1988). 

The aim of the content analysis, in this case, was to construct a model that would explain the 

phenomenon in the form of a concept (Elo & Kygäs, 2008). Through content analysis, it is possible 

to lessen and to make clarity of the words in study, into fewer categories that are content related. 

This is with the belief that, when phrases, words and the like are classified into the same categories, 

they do share the same meaning  (Cavanagh, 1997).  

There is no systematic rule for data analysis, the key feature is that many words of the text are 

classified into smaller content categories  (Weber, 1990). In analysing the data for this study, the 

responses given in the individual and group interviews were voice recorded and set into themes 

under categories. The research questions were set as categories or the units of analysis under which 

the themes were placed. The categories were constructed in a statement or title form, as a response 

to the research questions. 

As described of deductive and inductive approaches in the introduction of qualitative methods, 

categories were derived from the research questions as answers of the questions in this case, and 

these questions were based on previous research into the problem area. Yet also inductive because 

the study sought new information about how the respondents answered the given questions. 

Therefore, both deductive and inductive approaches were applied. The category and themes are 

specifically described in chapter four; the findings. 

The responses were also based on who was speaking and which group of people they were 

representing. Therefore, consideration and specification of the sample was observed and clarified.  

Content analysis has both the manifest and the latent. Considering that Content analysis can be 

applied to all kinds of written text such as speeches, letters or articles whether digital or in print, 

as well as text in the form of pictures, video, film or other visual media. It can be used to examine 

both the manifest and the latent content of a text. Manifest content refers to the visible, countable 
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components of the message while latent content refers to the meaning that may lie behind the 

manifest content ( Rose, Spinks, & Canhoto, 2014).   

The manifest content was primarily observed in analysing the data, for example, the phrases and 

words that respondents mentioned or/and discussed. These were taken as they were and grouped 

into themes under categories that existed from the research questions found under the findings. 

Latent content analysis, however, was not left out, was therefore understood using theories and 

can be understood in the discussions although it has not been presented on its own, because it was 

also important to take in underlying meanings from the manifest and this includes why respondents 

or participants would use such words or beliefs for saying something as well as the way they 

expressed things. 

2.1.5 Ethics 

Ethics is defined as “the set for rules of conduct that enable us to operate defensibly in the political 

contexts in which we have to conduct educational research” (Simmons, 2004). In addition, ethical 

issues in research include codes of conduct that are concerned with the protection of the researched 

from physical, mental, and/or psychological harm (Chilisa, 2005). The codes of conduct to protect 

the researched include ensuring the anonymity of the researched and confidentiality of the 

responses (Ibid). In doing research, there are several aspects that surround ethics, however, there 

are four main principles which are whether there harm to participants; whether there is a lack of 

informed consent; whether there is an invasion of privacy and whether deception is involved 

(Diener & Crandall, 1978). 

 The interviews were taken in peaceful environments which were selected by the participants. A 

central individual was reached, initially, who further reached out to those who would volunteer to 

be a part of the study. In doing so, the rationale of the study was explained so that volunteers of 

the Vwira group know what they would be engaging in. Social workers were contacted 

individually and were asked if they would like to be interviewed about the issue. 

 In terms of consent, it was done verbally upon the beginning of the meeting and participants had 

the freedom to withdraw. Each participant was free to speak, and they were not in any way forced 

to respond to what they did not feel comfortable with. To enable and maintain their confidence 

and not crash their self-esteem, participant’s responses were not labelled as right or wrong and 

they were assured that each response is of importance.  As stated, participants chose the location 

for the interviews and this was a part of having their privacy respected, in addition, their identity 
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in the study remains anonymous, rather codes and not their names were used. Consent was sought 

for each participant in the study nobody was forced to, and they were free to withdraw. 

Transparency was practiced such that every necessary information that they needed to know was 

told for example the rationale of the study, why they were chosen and that they will be recorded 

for transcription’s sake. They were fully aware of what is going on.  

2.2 Limitations  

The downside to this was that bias could not be avoided. This is in the sense that most of them 

were familiar with the interviewer (me), because I had worked in their area before. Because of this, 

at times their answers were directed at complaining about the new system of my old workplace as 

perceived. In addition, not all of them who were sampled for the focus group interview were 

present and it is not all the attendants that actively participated and responded to questions or took 

place in the discussion. Despite making sure there was no hinderance of self-esteem, it cannot be 

concluded that neither of them experienced it because it is not a visible factor.  

In addition, the findings cannot be generalized and therefore must be understood within the context 

of social workers and clients within the study area, although they can easily be related to other 

areas. The findings, however, should provide relevant information for the topic and 

comprehending any related or similar problems.  Last but not least, there was limited time and 

resources for the study, such that the sample size was smaller than what could have possibly given 

a larger insight of the topic, for example, two other areas in the town could have been involved or 

even places in different regions within Malawi.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

3.1 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Literature review is meant to allow readers to properly understand the subject area and its 

state. It helps to relate other studies to the ongoing research and to identify their gaps in knowledge. 

A literature review may resolve a debate, establish the need for additional research, and define a 

topic of inquiry ( O'Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015).  This chapter, therefore, draws focus on previous 

studies or publications that have been done, concerning culture, social work and challenges that 

social workers face in different communities including when they practice child protection. The 

literature also includes some previous studies that focused on patriarchy and family structures. The 

literature review, however, was not done in the traditional method in which the entire literature in 

to be analyzed. It was included to understand the issue of social work clashes with their clients or 

community of practice. Most of the literature is from within Africa because the study focused on 

traditional and cultural settings which may be similar but not entirely the same in African 

communities.  

3.1.1 Alienation and Cultural Background of the Social Workers in Foreign Communities  

Social workers in some cases have also been said to face rejection, especially if the community 

members in the field are not familiar with them. This would hinder practice because it is hard for 

them to create a harmonious relationship with the hosts.  

For example, in a study on the challenges experienced by Zimbabwean social workers practicing 

in Gauteng townships: by Clarity Mangenai and Ajwang Warria (2017); it was discovered that the 

participants reported were not feeling generally welcomed in the communities where they went to 

practice or offer their service as social workers. The participants, in this case, were social workers 

from Zimbabwe who were practicing in Gauteng, South Africa. According to the findings, the 

reception of the local community members in Gauteng, South Africa toward the social workers 

was cold from the very beginning of contact. This was especially if the community members 

suspected that the social worker was not from South Africa. It was evident that there was hostility 

in the participants' shared work experiences and further elements of unfriendliness could also be 

inferred from their narratives. Findings from this study indicate that the Zimbabwean social 

workers were viewed with suspicion and hostility, even though they were in the community to 

offer authentic and very important work in form of much needed professional social services. Most 
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of the participants in the study reported that they were subjected to negative perceptions and lack 

of trust from numerous individuals, group or family clientele (Mangenai & Warria, 2017). This in 

relation to the current study is on the part where social workers face limitation in their field of 

practice and such challenges are due to rejection of the host population.  

Besides a form of rejection in foreign areas, perhaps social work ethics and practice may also be 

affected by cultural shock that the social work experiences, in relation to their ethics and possibly 

personal familiarity of how something ought to be. According to Micheal Kim Zapf (1993), on 

Remote Practice and Cultural Shock: Social Workers Moving to Isolated Nothern Regions, the 

social work profession has been satisfied for a long time with a distinction between practicing in 

urban areas and rural areas. This was stated during a study that he conducted involving social 

workers being placed in Northern Canada. The study examined the adjustment stress that social 

workers face. This followed a statement at the time that there had been recent evidence of a 

challenge to expand urban-rural dichotomy by recognizing the remote northern regions of Canada 

as unique practice settings in which rural practice models may be inappropriate (Zapf, 1993).  

It was found out in the study that there was a difference between locally hired social workers and 

southern hired social workers in their adjustment patterns in which the southern hired social 

workers showed a higher rate of cultural shock and hardships in adjustment and it was stated that 

there is a possibility to produce characteristics of the job that would produce more cultural shock 

(Zapf, 1993). For example, the job which is in areas where there is no colleagues and features 

priorities and expectations that are unclear and conflicting to the social workers. For the southern 

or foreign social worker, the community is rather considered theoretically according to systems of 

attributes, rather than a place of immediate experience. The foreign social worker attempts to 

understand the community by using culture and profession (ethics) that he or she is familiar with. 

As social workers settle in the new community, their familiarity with other ethics fades as they 

adapt into new ones and this does bring a sense of wellbeing and regained confidence, while 

learning to work within a new system of meanings.  

The study concluded that social work Practice or profession has only begun to identify and explore 

the characteristics of remote practice. The results of the study called for the stress of cultural shock 

experienced by social workers who move to remote areas. In relation, the results also offered a 
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better understanding of the unique human resources and environmental demands in isolated 

regions.  

However, the study did not go into specific details on what kind of challenges or specific practices 

that affected the social worker’s practice. It did show however in the end that adjustments are 

possible to work in a new community with contrary cultures or the specific cause of cultural shock. 

However, it is important to note that social workers may also be limited in a community due to the 

way in which they are welcomed and regarded, also by the way they experience new things or 

cultures.  

3.1.2 Clashes and Unclarity within Social Work Ethics on How to Approach Culture 

As stated in the universal declaration by CEDAW, Social workers are to practice under a certain 

principle and one of the values is Social work codes of ethics support the principle of equality and 

non-discrimination, perhaps underestimating the complexities of the concepts. For example,  the 

US National Association of Social Workers Code contains very strong standards in this area, 

stating clearly that: ‘Social workers should not practice, condone, facilitate or collaborate with any 

form of discrimination on  the basis of race, ethnicity, national origin, colour, sex, sexual 

orientation, age, marital status, political belief, religion or mental or physical disability’  (National 

Association of Social Workers, 1996) . 

However, adding on to that, there are two statements at least that are relevant to the social worker’s 

societal level of responsibility for equality. One statement is that ‘social workers should act to 

prevent and eliminate domination of exploitation of, and discrimination against any person, group 

or class on the basis of ethnicity, age, nationality, age, sex colour, sexual orientation, marital status, 

political belief, religion or mental disability’ (National Association of Social Workers, 1996) 

Following this, the second statement requires that social workers should respect culture while they 

safeguard social justice. This statement is complex, and it stresses cultural diversity. Social 

workers must abide by the principles, however, how do they practice human rights and social 

justice when some cultures have normalized what social work would consider dominance, 

discrimination and inequality. Which principle would override the other? 
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In another article by Professor B. Littlechild (2012), social workers should have a good 

understanding of how their practice and delivery of services are affected by personal and structural 

issues surrounding cultural and ethnic differences. It also pointed out that they have to understand 

the theory of ‘Otherness’, to avoid unfair discrimination against different ethnic and cultural 

groups. The article also states that Social workers have a responsibility to promote social justice, 

in relation to society generally, and in relation to the people with whom they work. This means 

that Social workers have a responsibility to challenge any form of discrimination that is negative 

on the basis of characteristics such as ability, age,  culture, gender or sex, marital status, socio-

economic status,  political opinions, skin colour, racial or other physical characteristics, sexual 

orientation, or spiritual beliefs. 

However, culture may differ such that other cultures normalize what is regarded as wrong in social 

work, however social workers still have to respect the culture and not look at the specific group 

differently or negatively as compared to another group of people who may share some values with 

the social worker. Social work and social work educators need to begin to examine how there may 

be very different value bases in different ethnic or religious groups which may be at likelihoods 

with some western libertarian, individualistic social work values ( Littlechild, 2012).  For example, 

the Muslim, Sikh and Buddhist approaches to morality and ethics which can be particularly   

antagonistic in relation to definitions of child abuse  and  how  social  workers work in culturally 

sensitive ways, without showing cultural relativism (Dingwall, Eekelaar , & Murray, 1983) 

Cultural  difference  has  been  an  area  where  child protection  policy  and  practice  has,  at  the  

very  least,  faltered  and  frequently  failed  children  and  families” (Lonne, Parton, Thomson , & 

Harries , 2009) 

Social Workers need to frequently assess and progress or develop such values as they practice. 

They should not be biased but rather appreciate the strengths and cultural differences of different 

cultural practices. Yet also they should also note the problems that are involved in cultural 

relativism rather than cultural sensitivity. 

According to Begum (2015), there is a lack of clarity in training about how ‘culture’ is to be of 

regard when evaluating risks to children. Although this does suggest that there is little debate about 

‘good enough’ parenting across cultures, the wealth of ethnographic literature indicates significant 
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variation in the goals of childcare and what is acceptable practice in different societies (Begum, 

2015). 

 Recent regulations concerning children have urged states and professionals to be considerate of 

the cultural rights of children.  Begum in his paper however, had his focus on some general 

principles in assessing black and minority ethnic children and families and discusses the risks of 

‘cultural relativism’ and unacknowledged ethnocentric bias in assessment.  

He stated that while ‘tradition’ alone is an insufficient defence for practice, its potential to cause 

‘significant harm’ cannot be ascertained without thorough, often multi-disciplinary, evaluation. It 

is therefore important to assess cultural practices on the harm they might cause The discussion of 

how much cultural material is necessary or relevant emphasizes the need to ground assessment 

and intervention in the specific circumstances of the particular child and its family (Begum, 2015). 

3.1.3 Multiculturalism Cultural Dominance Between Social Work and Client Community 

Having multi-cultures in an area has made social work practitioner’s tasks harder, as they must 

abide and respect different cultures in the same area of practice and some of these may clash. 

Cultures do differ too and in cases concerning child protection, the way one culture raises and sees 

children may differ with another but either way, social workers have to know how to practice, 

where and when pertaining to the environment’s culture. Sometimes the clashes in child protection 

do happen due to the dominance of one culture over others in a diverse society. The cultural or 

ethnic background in which a Social worker and the client may come from also affects their 

interaction and judgment. 

For example, in cases where the social worker belongs to an ethnic group that is a minority, they 

may also experience oppression within their professional and personal lives. When looking at their 

professional lives, this could happen in the field or the society in which they are working 

(Williams, 2004). In this case, identifying that different people identify with multiple cultures has 

led to the recognition that there are different ways in which people may experience oppression. In 

this case, the social worker may also be oppressed if he or she belongs to a certain ethnic 

background, race or even gender, depending on the client society. 

People have got a tendency of putting things into categories in order to sort reality into a ‘neat and 

orderly arrangement’ (Blumenfeld & Raymond, 2000). As society becomes more diverse, there 
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are higher chances for prejudice and discrimination to happen. Both prejudice and discrimination 

are encouraged by stereotyping. Pertaining to this, Clients of child welfare services and/or social 

workers may have been negatively affected by oppression, prejudice and discrimination. 

Understanding how these concepts interrelate is important if the social worker is to avoid further 

marginalization of the families with whom they work (Connolly, Crichton-Hill, & Ward, 2005). 

Sometimes such discrimination and prejudice happen through systems of child protection that are 

guided by the dominant culture, however, presented through legislation, policy and practice 

frameworks.  Sometimes, systemic oppression does occur gradually in the day-to-day practice of 

childcare and protection work. They state that vast understanding of the of prejudice and 

discrimination can help a worker (Social Workers in this case) to limit the potential for children 

and families to be even further marginalized by the systems that are meant for their support. 

Social work in a multicultural society represents new and different challenges for practitioners. 

Social Workers have been turned to in the field, to find out how they experience working with 

clients from diverse backgrounds, cultures, nationalities and how they respond to the challenges 

they are faced with (Bø, 2014).  According to Bø (2014), having gotten some information from 

social workers in a survey and practitioners in a focus group interview, it was found out that in 

diverse or multicultural societies, social workers face different types of challenges. There were 

five main issues which social workers most frequently answered as the greatest challenges in 

multicultural social work. These were trouble in Communication which was caused by the lack of 

a common language as well as by different codes of behaviour, in interactions with professional 

services. They also mentioned Cultural differences in parent-child relations, health problems 

without adequate medical help available and structural barriers which made it difficult to adapt the 

social service system to the needs of the minority clients. 

He concludes that social work in a multicultural society demands more from practitioners than 

social work within the majority culture. Social workers serving a culturally diverse population will 

meet clients who do not speak the language of the agency, clients who have a different cultural 

background than the worker is acquainted with, clients who suffer from posttraumatic experiences 

as refugees, and clients who may have experienced racism and discrimination because of their skin 

colour. He, therefore, urges that educational institutions, must prepare their students for these kinds 

of challenges which they probably will meet as social workers in a multicultural society. Social 
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work students must be given the competence needed to work with a diverse population in a well-

informed and culturally sensitive manner. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

4.1 FINDINGS  

In the findings, presented are answers given by the respondents who are social workers as well as 

those covered during discussions involving community members that represented different 

elements of the society such as parents, teachers, leadership as well as volunteers to kwithu 

Community Organisation, that work as middlemen between the organization and the community.  

To understand how the findings have been presented, as mentioned earlier under content analysis, 

the categories have been derived from the research questions. The research had a deductive 

approach, with phenomena from previous similar studies about social worker’s challenges or 

clashed with clients involving cultural and traditional values in child protection. Through the past 

studies, questions were formulated, that sought to understand the relationship between social 

workers and clients in the study while highlighting specific challenges in the area. Considering 

that the study sought answers to these questions, categories were formed merging from the 

questions in the form of responsive statements. The responsive statements pose as answers to the 

questions under which the themes would be and these themes are detailed and specific answers 

from the respondents. This was with the belief that such a setting would enable clear coverage of 

the questions at hand. 

 The themes under these categories emerge from the answers and discussions that came from the 

data collection. When analysing, words and phrases that came from the recorded responses were 

made into themes. Some categories involve both social workers and community members, whereas 

others involve either of the two. As seen, some categories had more themes whereas some had 

less. This was because the themes were respondent’s feedback and they had more diversity for 

some questions than others which eventually formed into either more or fewer themes. Despite, 

the focus of the research being on cultural and traditional factors affecting the relationship between 

social workers and the community, other unexpected responses were given, and they too have been 

included in the findings. There are four main categories and twelve themes in total. The first 

category has got six themes. The second category has one, the third category has two and the fourth 

category has got three themes which in short have been presented on the next page.  
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The findings presented below are the responses or discussions presented by the key respondents 

of the study as originally given. Some points may appear similar, but according to the respondents 

in the study, they have got different meanings and therefore of importance and had to be included. 

To identify the respondents or participants, their identities have been noted as follows:  

SW1= Social Worker1 

SW2=Social Worker2 

 

Challenges that Social Workers encounter as they Practice Child Protection in the 

community 

➢ Lack of Adequate Resources 

➢ Differences of how families raise children 

➢ Blame on the Social Worker when things get out pf hand 

➢ Differences in priorities between culture, tradition and social work 

➢ Spiritual and Religious beliefs as a barrier 

➢ Children and/or parents/guardians do not report due to shame 

Shared Values in Child Protection between social workers and community members 

➢ The protection of Human Rights and Proper Guidance for Children 

Differences in values between Social Workers and Community Members 

➢ Methods of Approach by Social Worker to Clients 

➢ Difference in Cultural Background between Social Worker and Community Members 

The Identity of the Social Worker as Perceived by Community Members 

➢ Teacher and Problem Solver 

➢ An Intruder 

➢ A platform and Facilitator 
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SW3=Social Worker3 

For the sake of anonymity and privacy, the social workers have not been specifically indicated as 

into who was or is currently working in the area of study. 

CMP: Community Member and Parent 

CML: Community Member and Leader 

CMT: Community Member and Teacher 

CM: Just Community Member  

It is important to keep in mind that all community members in this study already work with kwithu 

as volunteers in representing the community as well as being middlemen between the two parties. 

In addition, CM and CMP and CMT may mean different individuals under that identity and does 

not necessarily mean the same person. 

4.1.1 Challenges that Social Workers Encounter as they Practice Child Protection in the 

Community 

This area was initially targeted on the social workers to express the challenges in which they face 

as they practice child protection at the extent of taking the child outside the home. However, some 

important information on challenges that social workers face or are limited with, was noted in 

some discussions that the community members held. In this case, both social workers and 

community members contributed to this category. 

4.1.1.1 Lack of Adequate Resources 

 The social workers also stated that despite the cultural or traditionally related challenges, social 

workers are limited because they lack empowerment in practicing child protection. In terms of 

empowerment, they meant in terms of facilities such as transport, adequate finances and 

motivation. It was stated that in as much as they may want to go far with some cases, they do not 

always do so because they have limited resources for example transport to follow up cases or to 

host enough sensitizing meetings because sometimes all people need is to be taught the importance 

of certain things in order for them to cooperate with social workers.  

SW2 “Policy… we have good policies, but financing is inadequate to run some projects. I mean, 

as a social worker I am supposed to help people understand the importance of a project before I 
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go to the implementation stage, right? I cannot just go in and change the system or how people 

work in that system, I need to take time to negotiate with them until they understand or for us to 

come into an agreement. That just does not happen in a day, no I need to go there at least two or 

three times for such meeting however the provided finances for transport and upkeep may only be 

for one or two trips.” 

4.1.1.2 Diversities on how Families Raise Children 

Another challenge faced by social workers related to culture was on how to raise a child in a family. 

The communities in which social workers practice has got diverse families. That may have the 

same values and ways of conduct however, households as their own institutions remain diverse on 

how they choose to take care and raise their children. According to the social workers, they must 

respect the solidarity of an institution and one of these is a family. So sometimes, some actions 

may be regarded as abuse by the social worker whereas several households in a community see it 

differently. In this case, the social workers cannot just come in and declare it as a  repeated wrong 

act causing the child to be taken away, because they will have to deal with more than just one 

home and all those against one social worker. In this case, some practices are regarded as people’s 

way to life or tradition, which makes it hard for the social worker to find a solid reason for 

protection and taking the child to a different home. In such cases, social workers must either let it 

be as it is and not intrude or make ways of sensitizing or teaching the people that some actions 

towards children are not alright, however this is not always a welcomed or accepted gesture.  

SW2“…as I said, offering guidance to a child that seems stray is a way of protecting a child as a 

social worker, however, it is not easy especially if the parents do not cooperate, I mean imagine 

sometimes the problem is the parents who do not guide the children. Some parents regard their 

children as kings and they never do wrong. It is how they raise them, and I must not interfere with 

family settings sometimes. That is their child and it is how they are raising him or her, it is even 

harder if their fellow community members seem comfortable with it. Where do I start?” 

4.1.1.3 Blame on the Social Worker if things get out of Hand 

As social workers follow up and practice child protection, they come across different steps that 

they believe suit to follow for example understanding how the system of that child’s family works. 

Some children live with their biological parents, stepparents or just relational guardians. It was 

stated that there are always reasons as into why a child lives with a particular parent or guardian 
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and therefore despite the need for protection, social workers need to analyse why the child lives 

where they do and the implications of taking the child away. According to some of the interviewed 

social workers, some reasons to which children are found where they are, is because of family 

agreement and such agreements involve a lot of key family members. In such cases, even though 

the child may need to be placed elsewhere, they also need to respect family tradition and therefore 

cannot go further in placing the child outside the home or they risk full blame if anything were to 

happen to the child.  

SW1: “…it depends on the approach, because the initiation stage matters. The approach matters, 

for me I believe in participatory approaches, if people have ownership of the care that the children 

are getting, it would be easier. But people do not want to share or be part of everything, they do 

not always agree as a family group. So you do not just impose it because eventually, they will leave 

everything to you if something bad  happens to the child…but we also have to look at the capacity 

of the person and how they are going to take care of them. Why in the first place does the child 

live where they do. If it Is a family issue we are limited.” 

4.1.1.4 Differences in Priorities Between Culture, Tradition and Social Work 

Despite having some common values in certain aspects with community members, social workers 

mentioned challenges that they do face in conducting their job in child protection. It was mentioned 

that some differences in values and priorities. For example, some families do not regard education 

for the girl child as a priority, rather marriage is the priority and this kind of issue was expressed 

by all social workers that were involved in the study.  

The differences also emerge from differences in backgrounds, for example, a social worker who 

has a different cultural background, despite training faces challenges because of the way people in 

that community may perceive him or her. This also comes from what is a priority in an area.  

SW3: “From my experience I cannot say that we are there yet, we see that somewhere they are 

still contradicting issues. Like I have seen situations whereby girls are discouraged to go to school. 

In other situations, it is both boys and girls. Reason being that it runs in the family or they just 

don’t regard education useful. In some families, it is a tradition.  

“Another example is that of prioritizing men and boys. But we have to respect their tradition, to 

the extent that some girls still want to continue quitting school and getting married and in some 
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cases that limits us as social workers because they have been raised to think that way and as social 

workers we cannot always change their minds” 

4.1.1.5 Spiritual and Religious Beliefs as a Barrier 

In relation to being accountable or in some cases blamed for the child’s fate, some Social workers 

fear what they call spiritual consequences. During the interviews, it mentioned that sometimes 

social workers do know that a child needs protection and placement to another home, perhaps an 

extended family guardian. However, they too fear that they might be held accountable if anything 

happens to the child and they have no empowerment for that. This is however not just limited to 

blame; this fear is due to shared spiritual beliefs between the social worker and the opposing parent 

or guardian. Sometimes social workers believe that the guardians may “curse” them in a spiritual 

way that may cause consequences such as bad luck or even death, for taking the child away. This 

can be done as an act of anger of the child’s initial guardian or for whatever fate occurs to the 

child. So, because of the spiritual and religious beliefs that they too have, social workers chose to 

limit themselves on how far they may go. They fear spiritual attacks because they too believe in 

them.  

This kind of response as earlier mentioned was not limited to some social workers but it also 

emerged during the interaction with community members. 

CMT1“Considering our beliefs as Malawians and the way we are, if social workers use force to 

get the child, the social worker could be cursed. So, if you know that you are a social worker who 

does that, anything can happen to you. So even the social workers back away for their own safety. 

I mean spiritually.” 

This is an example and it was stated by one of the community member representatives who is also 

a teacher as well as a parent in the community. She has had her experiences of clashes between 

child protection and parenting, however as a teacher and not social worker. According to some of 

the members, cases like these have been happening and do happen, therefore limiting social 

worker’s practice in child protection in some cases. The challenge, in this case, is the use and belief 

of spiritual attacks that social workers fear if they are to go further with some child protection 

cases. 
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In addition, it was asked that what if the social worker involved is for instance from Europe? The 

response was that if a social worker is from a foreign land, he or she still needs local leadership or 

local members to help or there is a high risk of resistance. So, in this case, local leaders or members 

also do have this belief and therefore they also minimize their intervention and therefore that social 

worker may not go far. If he or she leaves, eventually the consequences will still be faced by those 

that he or she came through. 

4.1.1.6 Children and/or Parents/Guardians do not Report Matters due to Shame 

It was also discussed by community members and mentioned by social workers that some children 

fear to report on issues such as rape because they are afraid of how the community is going to react 

or the attitude that will be given toward them. For example, any kind of sexual activity involving 

the young and unmarried is culturally regarded as a taboo, a girl child who is known for sexual 

activity before she is married is likely to find it hard to get married in future because nobody will 

want her. Rape and sexual intercourse are different, however, even though some children are raped, 

either once or continuously, they are not considered victims by a majority of the community. 

Rather they are still considered to have had “a sexual encounter” before the “legitimate” time 

which is after marriage and this was according to the community members. In cases like that, for 

instance, if a girl has been raped or sexually assaulted, despite some witnesses knowing that this 

is true and there is need to take her to safety, she may not always admit it because she feels ashamed 

and afraid, she will not be viewed the same and might not be able to get a husband in future. She 

will not be regarded as a victim of rape by most, rather someone who has had a sexual encounter 

at the wrong time.  

Marriage is an important aspect and girls by a certain age do fancy being married. So, in such 

cases, the social worker may hear of an incident and try to help some children, however, the victim 

may not want to cooperate, and this limits the social worker from helping the child. It was also 

mentioned that in some cases, it is the guardians who abuse children in any form, however, children 

do not admit to the trouble because they fear how the community may see them, having reported 

an adult or their provider. Sometimes they fear more abuse or abandonment.  

In other instances, even the parents of children being abused by stepparents are the ones who hide 

incidences of abuse toward their children by their spouse, because they fear to be a shame to the 

community. They also do not want to expose their spouses for economic reasons as well as to 
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protect reputation.  A social worker can therefore not take the matter further because of lack of 

cooperation. This was also mentioned by some community members who work towards helping 

social workers.  

CMT2 “You know, some cases are left, private. For example, a case where a girl was raped by 

the stepfather but the mother would not report the father because he is the breadwinner...the 

reason why they do not report is because of fear of losing a breadwinner, shame and reputation 

in the community” 

4.1.2 Shared Values in Child Protection 

This Category was focused on both social workers and community members where they expressed 

situations in which they worked together without any clashes or problems. However, it turned out 

that their responses all added up to a single theme.  

4.1.2.1 The protection of Human Rights and Proper Guidance for children 

Based on the responses from social workers and discussions by community members, it was 

rounded up that the participants and respondents had a very common value when it comes to 

protecting children. The most common value was the protection of human rights. In the group 

interview, the Vwira members stated an example, that they usually work together and when they 

find out that a child is not going to school, they conduct an investigation into the reason why a 

particular child or children are not in school, because they believe that children must be in school 

and in some cases this investigation is done with social workers.  

CMP1“We know education is important so if a child is being deprived of education, we find out 

why and we go back and make sure the child returns, usually we work together as a team in making 

these children return to school...every child, has got the right to be educated.” 

Besides children in general, having human rights, the community member representatives also 

specified that children who are entitled to human rights are not only those who are perceived as 

able; in this case, those that can walk and talk on their own without any aid. They mentioned that 

children with disabilities are children too and therefore they are entitled to have equal rights as 

children who are not regarded as disabled. They also stated that every child has got a future 

regardless of whether they are disabled, HIV positive or well able and healthy. 
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Along with human rights, the community members also stated that children have got the right to 

be included and not discriminated in any way and therefore they look into cases like that and make 

sure a child’s rights are recognized regardless of their HIV status.  

CML “… there are different types of people, for example, the disabled kids have rights too. In 

agreement with social workers and welfare, we have sometimes hosted some Social events helping 

the youth and children regardless of their physical ability or health…this helps in encouraging 

them.” 

Relating this to the social worker’s responses, securing human rights for children is a very 

important value when it comes to child protection. They stated that children have the right to 

education, protection from abuse (sexual, physical and mental) as well as the right to proper 

guidance.  

SW3 “Err…by qualification I’m a human rights activist, I studied human rights. So, I believe every 

child has the right to be protected. Protection from bad circumstances that are out there. Every 

child is vulnerable. Every child needs to be protected from bad circumstances for instance lack of 

parental guidance, hunger, abuse.” 

Another social worker,  stated that tradition and social work do complement each other in cases of 

human rights, especially in terms of the right to education and also that children have to be guided 

in exercising these rights because sometimes they go overboard into harmful things like alcohol 

abuse and skipping school. According to this social worker, block leaders (community leaders), 

do provide information on some troubled children including those that are not in school. 

In addition, another social worker stated that human rights are a very well agreed value between 

social work and community members. In terms of human rights, this Social Worker stated that it 

is important to protect the rights of children, especially girls and empowering them with education. 

Generally, Social workers and the community share values on child protection in terms of human 

rights. A very common element of human rights that they share is protecting and promoting the 

right to education in children regardless of gender, mental or physical ability and Health. Other 

human rights mentioned included the right to freedom from abuse and proper guidance. Both 

parties also stated that despite children having human rights, they must be guided because some 
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children would take advantage and go astray. Therefore, while protecting them to have access to 

their rights, children must be guided accordingly and therefore a balance toward a greater future.  

 

4.1.3 The Differences in Values Between Social Workers and Community Members 

In relation to the similarities in values, differences were also examined. And this also involved 

both Social Workers and Community Members. 

 4.1.3.1 The Manner of Approach by Social Worker to the community or Community Members 

Some community members and some of the social workers expressed that the approach or the way 

in which Social workers approach the community is a reason for clashes. In terms of the social 

workers, some of them stated to have noticed other social workers approach community members 

without proper steps as set out by the community. Some social workers know that when there is 

trouble and they need to go and assist; they go to the home or house and they are usually driven 

by the demand that is there, by the community.  In terms of community, in this case, it refers to 

some members of the community who know the social worker. According to the social worker’s 

response, it does happen that the social worker approaches the household in a subject without 

having gone through the community leaders. As much as this is alright for some community 

members, it is not for others and some leaders as well. Social workers have also been said to 

approach the community to practice without even mentioning it to the rightful channel and 

therefore not favourable by the members as they have their traditional way of doing it. On the other 

hand, social workers admitted to this in a way, however this was because they are already familiar 

with the community and they do not always see the need to consult a list of channels especially if 

the case is an emergency and they believe it is okay to sometimes go straight to the household in 

subject because they have been summoned by an individual or two, who already belong to that 

community. 

SW1 “The relationship and clashes depend on how the social worker interacts or approaches the 

people. For instance, if i’m going to a community and I approach them negatively, then their 

response will not be alright. The social worker has to learn and know the people, learn their values 

and not just impose things You know, some cases are private so it’s not fair for social workers to 

just go in …also sometimes we see that leadership is not properly observed, however, if some have 
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called us to go and assist, it is not always necessary to consult more people because the summon 

is already coming from community members who may need help”  

CM “Even we as community members do not just go or appear in people’s homes, we notify them 

and tell them why we are going. As a social worker or anyone, if you just show up, they could 

attack you or do anything to harm you because you are invading their privacy. 

4.1.3.2 Different Cultural Backgrounds Between the Social Worker and Local Community 

Besides the manner of approach stated by community members, another problem stated by both 

parties led to differences in ethics. The social worker and the community in which they work, 

sometimes have got different cultural background.  It was stated that there are certain practices 

that take place which do not hold a common value between the social workers and the community. 

Some members of the community stated that they do differ sometimes with social workers on 

when certain activities can or should be done. In addition, Social workers in accordance with their 

practice and background have criticized certain practices in the community, however it was not 

limited to social ethics but a social worker’s own cultural background. According to social 

workers, they are just doing their job, however they find certain areas hard to understand because 

of what they do and when they do. For example, Social workers practice according to working 

hours and yet community members also have a system and ways on how and when some things 

can be done, and this brings in conflicts.  

In addition, there were statements made by some community members that sometimes social 

workers criticize some of their cultural practice and try to impose new things as they teach the 

community members the dangers of practicing certain things. In terms of these practices, the local 

community respondents gave an example of the Jando ceremony, which is an initiation ceremony 

done for boys when they reach puberty. It involves a sequence of ceremonies which combine 

initiation rites and circumcision (Cory, 1947). It was not stated why certain practices are 

prohibited.  

 On the other hand, some social workers stated that before they bring anything new, first they teach 

the community about the dangers of certain practices that could hinder a child’s future like risk 

and contraction of HIV. Social workers stated that what they do is agreed upon with the community 

and goal oriented. However, community members argued on this saying that although social 
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workers do teach them about the dangers of certain practices, they do not always take time to learn 

why community members do what they do or respect the times at which they do things. 

 

CML “…also there are some traditions or cultural practices that communities’ practice and 

certain things that we consider taboo. Example Friday is my prayer day, others pray on a 

Saturday, and that is when some social workers may decide it is the day for a meeting. Or 

sometimes we have practices like “jando" and some social workers just come in and demand the 

practice to stop, instead of having to learn why we do that. That is how we refuse to cooperate 

because we are disturbed”. 

4.1.4 The Identity of a Social Worker as Perceived by Community Members and Social Workers 

This category answers the last research question. It focuses on how social workers identify 

themselves and how community leaders identify them. Initially, this category was meant to cover 

community views or attitudes toward social workers, however, during the data collection, some 

Social Workers expressed their identity as well. Social workers have been defined in different 

ways. In such, social workers were given the chance to properly introduce themselves and the role 

in which they play. Likewise, community members were also asked to explain what they see in a 

social worker or who they regard a social worker to be.  

 4.1.4.1 Teacher and Problem Solver 

Both social workers and community members expressed their view on a social worker as a teacher 

or enlightenment toward problem-solving. In terms of what problems, different terms were 

presented for instance problems in education, nutrition, sanitation and other human rights 

hindering acts. Community members expressed to see a social worker as an adviser, sent by the 

government and their goal is to set things in a community into the way the government intends it 

to be.  In problem-solving, community members agreed that social worker’s, role is to work with 

community leaders on the wellbeing of both children and adults, they added that social workers 

bring about solutions on how people can be assisted socially, for example in domestic problems 

such as abuse and poverty.  As stated by one of the members,  

CM “…So, a social worker is seen as an adviser or a teacher. We see the adviser to have lessons 

for us. We anticipate that he or she should tell us something or teach us about our rights criticized 
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for example the rights of children or people living with HIV and aids. They are teachers on how 

we can relate and treat one another and make sure everyone is actively participating in the 

community with their views being heard. Usually, people have a tendency of discrimination on 

children with HIV because of stigma, so social workers come in as problem solvers and teachers 

on such problems” 

SW2: “So you are there to enlighten the rights of the child…in each community, there is a setup 

of how things are supposed to be done. So, as a social worker, you are there to at least enlighten 

the people and their chief on how they can protect the rights of a child.” 

4.1.4.2 An Intruder 

However, it was also stated by some of the community members that sometimes social workers 

are intruders, and this may vary from one case or situation to another, as well as from one 

household to another.  

CM “Well it is common for one to say, Sometimes, we do get disturbed by them. I know I am 

raising my child well and if there is something not alright, it’s better to properly talk to me about 

it, rather than telling me on how I should raise my children, it is not always their business” 

CMT “…It is not all the time we see the social worker as a teacher because some issues are family 

or private issues and therefore not for an outsider. In cases like that, we see the social worker as 

an intruder or someone who is here to disturb our issues and to disrupt our privacy” 

So, in as much as a social worker is as seen or regarded as a teacher toward problem-solving, he 

or she can in other cases be an intruder disturbing people’s privacy. Social worker’s presence is 

not always favourable.  

4.1.4.3 A platform and facilitator  

In other instances, the social worker has been described as a platform or a facilitator of community 

activities. In this case, the social worker works as a mode of mass communication and centre of 

agreement between and within community members, on what they would like to do about a 

situation. This kind of description has been more popular on the responses of the social workers. 

A social worker as a facilitator or platform is there to serve and help the people solve their own 

problems with their own ideas. The community members are the ones who decide solutions, 

however social workers are there to help the community members understand the situations in 
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which they are, and the social worker facilitates the community on how they can tackle their issues. 

According to one of the social workers, whatever activities that happen must be demand driven by 

the community members. 

SW3“Someone who transforms the society. Identify and establish platforms. Basically, these are 

called transformative engagement platforms, where there is a need for change to be seen. It is for 

people or clients to identify and understand themselves and their circumstances. They look at 

themselves holistically, every aspect of their life-giving factors, for instance, they must look at their 

health, education and other things. So, they identify ways to help themselves. Even though there is 

no external support, they should at least know what to do. I see myself as that platform” 

So, in this case, social workers are seen, and they view themselves as platforms in problem-solving. 

The topics or problems at hand are demand driven by the community members. In order to come 

up with solutions, social workers work in helping the community member understand their 

situation or problems and enable them to come up with a solution that is friendly to both adults 

and children. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

5.1 DISCUSSION 

This section focuses on discussing the findings in relation to theory and literature review. As earlier 

mentioned in the introduction, theory enables how social phenomena can be understood and the 

research findings can be interpreted (Bryman, 2012). The discussions will also include the latent 

content some parts of the findings as it was earlier mentioned that the content analysis focused on 

both the manifest, which was presented in the findings and the latent which will look at hidden 

meanings of the respondents and participants and draw some conclusions from what is behind their 

responses. The discussions in this section are presented in the order of the research questions, just 

as the way in which the findings were presented. The discussions will only highlight interesting 

parts of the findings, these include unexpected responses as well as unusual aspects of the 

responses that should be discussed.  

5.1.1 Challenges that Social Workers Encounter 

5.1.1.1 Lack of Adequate Resources as a Challenge 

One of the themes that were derived in the findings was the lack of adequate resources to social 

workers, in practicing child protection. To begin with, this response was interesting because it does 

not directly fall under cultural and traditional clashes or challenges. It is however indirectly linked, 

in the sense that social workers need resources in order to efficiently sensitize the local community 

about the importance or dangers or certain practices before they introduce certain values of child 

protection in the community or reasons to take the child away. No sensitization is a contributing 

element which eventually leads to tougher situations that may require taking the child to a new 

home. This was rather an unexpected response however it is something of importance to put in 

consideration when introducing new child protection policies in areas.  

 To this, the systems theory can play a role in understanding the scenario. As earlier mentioned in 

chapter one, under theories used, the systems theory is a way of explaining and understanding 

increasingly complex systems, across a field that involves the person-in-environment (Anderson, 

Carter , & Lowe, 1999) and it helps social workers to understand how individuals interact with 

others in families, communities as well as in wider social environments. In this case, through the 

systems theory, social workers having understood the way in which a certain or specific society 

works, they cannot just introduce or impose something that they find of importance. Rather having 
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understood the dynamics of the society, they must figure out and make a way suitable in which 

they can introduce something new into that system of a community without disturbing the 

community. However, from the responses given by social workers, introduction or practice of child 

protection can be a challenge due to the lack of resources that could help them to work with the 

system.   

This relates with a statement by Tembo and Oltedal (2015), that Malawi as a developing country 

struggles economically even in the social welfare sector. Because of this, there are not many 

resources to enable a child placement outside the home. This leads to some situations in which the 

child must be placed within the extended family (Tembo & Oltedal, 2015). It perhaps also does 

explain why some countries have got certain family systems for example, according to Tembo and 

Olteday (2015), it was gathered that Malawi can be regarded as familiarized, in which the state 

delegates the responsibility for family wellbeing to the families themselves, who are under a legal 

obligation to look after their members. In relation, England is defined as being partially 

defamiliarized because the family policy lacks coherence and is only coordinated and legitimized 

by the state. The state does intervene in the family life also regarding a policy to minimize reliance 

of individuals on their families and most families are led by the man rather than the woman 

(Oltedal & Nygren, 2015). Perhaps other countries have got the state to take care of children at 

stake, because there are enough resources to take care of these children, unlike in Malawi where 

children have to be transferred to the extended family, following social worker’s efforts in 

sensitizing the community about the dangers and benefits of certain acts toward children.  

This was not expected; however, it could further be examined on how else the lack of resources 

affects social work practice, in relation to culture and tradition.  

5.1.1.2 Spiritual Beliefs as a Challenge 

In relation to being accountable or in some cases blamed for the child’s fate, some Social workers 

fear what they call spiritual consequences. During the interviews, it was stated that sometimes 

social workers do know that a child needs protection and placement to another home, perhaps an 

extended family guardian. But, they cannot in some cases, take the matter further because they 

fear consequences through spiritual beliefs. This was presented on its own in the findings, 

however, it can be stated under the fear of blame in the findings. It had an outstanding and 

unexpected nature and therefore had to be placed on its own.  
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This kind of response could be viewed through cultural relativism, in the sense that this is 

something the community here believes in and it may also vary from family to family as well as 

individually. In addition, Spirituality cannot universally be said to be right or wrong because for 

others it is a coping mechanism and for others, it may be harmful. However, as explained in the 

theories section, relativism seems to be focused on what is right, wrong, justifiable or unjustifiable 

varying with different cultures.  Therefore, there is a need to further unfold what it really means to 

believe in spirits, is it wrong or right and does it apply to every culture? First one must understand 

what the belief in spirits or what spirituality is. Spirituality is the belief that people can connect 

with something that is beyond mind and matter (Decker, 1993). In understanding the latent 

meaning of this response, their fear for spiritual consequences shows that social workers as 

individuals also have personalities with beliefs including the spiritual, which may or may not be 

the same as their clients, however with a universal belief that spiritual realms do exist.   

 Spiritual belief, which cannot be generally ruled as right or wrong because it exists in its own 

dimension or somewhat may be considered as a mind issue. One culture may believe in Spirits and 

one may not, and perhaps have different norms and values about it. According to Sernabeikian 

(1994), spirituality in social work practice may be disputed by those who are pragmatic and who 

may ask about its usefulness in helping clients. It is however important that spirituality must be 

acknowledged because clients use it as a weapon to cope with situations, this compliments  one of 

the goals of social work;  to strengthen clients’ abilities to  develop strategies to develop their 

mental health and basic needs (Sermabeikian, 1994) and therefore it cannot generally be stated as 

right or wrong.  

In relation, some social workers may not initially have certain beliefs, however through interaction 

with the clients or community members, in this case, they attained some through their interaction. 

The interactions that take place between social workers and clients are not only limited to the social 

worker’s traditional methods, interventions or skills. They also involve an exchange of ideas by 

both clients and social worker parties and these include ideas, feelings, beliefs as well as values 

and these may not be directly addressed or acknowledged (Sermabeikian, 1994). In this case, 

although Spiritual or religious beliefs may not be officially in the social worker’s professional 

handbook as it would be understood under universalism, they still apply in their practice the beliefs 

or values that exist in their community or area of practice, which is rather relative. This is seen as 
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one of the coping mechanisms which people use and therefore as mentioned before, must be 

acknowledged. The social workers may have ended up adapting to and believing in some of the 

community spiritual beliefs, considering if they did not initially believe themselves. 

It is important for social workers to keep in mind, that all they come across in their field of practice 

has got value, therefore they must take caution not to deny some of the phenomena that they come 

across in their practice, despite being believers of a spiritual dimension or not. The belief in spirits 

can therefore be understood through relativism as each culture may have its own justification for 

certain beliefs. Having negative fatal consequences on the social worker may sound harsh, 

however to an extent, it has some justification to those that practice it.  

The topic of spiritual beliefs in social work appears interesting and perhaps should open doors to 

more studies about how the two work together.  

5.1.1.3 Victims Hardly Report Due to Shame 

In the findings, it was stated that some victims or next of kin to victims are reluctant to, or in some 

cases do not report incidences to; or seek help from the social workers. This is because they fear 

that community reaction to them because what might have happened to a victim could be 

considered a taboo, depending on the community.    

This kind of setting can be understood through cultural relativism as what is right or wrong varies 

from one community to another. This study had individuals that are community members, yet also 

are volunteers who work with the social work team. In such, they know what goes on in the 

community because they are told by fellow community members who have trust in them, but not 

to social workers who could make things worse for them. The community representatives may 

understand their fellow community members for not disclosing. The representatives have some 

partial knowledge about what is right or wrong in terms of social worker’s point of view and 

perhaps that is why they did mention it during the interview, that some of their fellow community 

members have got issues which they chose not to report. In relation, the scenario could also be 

understood through the systems theory, as the specific reactions to certain actions may be shaped 

by the system in society. 

Social workers could approach this issue in a universalist way, in which it has been universally 

stated about what is wrong or right regardless of where it is or who it involves. This is because 
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they follow universal social work principles in the country. However, this may crash with 

relativism, depending on which cases they are dealing with and in which community. In addition, 

this can also be looked at through the systems theory. Every community has got ways in which the 

system works. Every system does have its values and culture. In this case, Systems Theory is used 

to develop a holistic view of individuals within an environment. (Social Work Licence Map, 2019). 

It does not seem complete that social workers limit their practice in certain cases, although they 

do know that there is a need for help, they cannot because they need victims or clients to be open. 

It should be helpful to study how best social workers can encourage clients to open up although 

their environment or system in a way limits them from doing so. In the study, some responses 

included victims of sexual abuse, yet they do not seek help, and this may have further negative 

implications such as suicide resulting from unaddressed emotional problems, early pregnancy or 

sexually transmitted diseases on the victims if the act happens either once or repeatedly.  

5.1.2 Similarities and Differences in Values Between Social workers and Community Members in 

Child Protection 

This section focuses on discussing some similarities and differences in child protection between 

the social workers and community members in the study. The first part of the discussions will 

come from the similarity and the second part will be about the differences.  

5.1.2.1 The similarity 

The similarity which was discovered in the findings was that both community members and social 

workers do recognize and value the human rights of a child, for example, the right to education.  

The past literature related to the study did not indicate any similarity in the values of social workers 

and communities because their focus was on challenges, therefore perhaps the similarities might 

have been there but not presented. One way to understand the situation on the similarity in values 

is through universalism. Human rights and the right to education are almost universal and these 

also apply to community members.  However, for some cultural reasons, some children are still 

deprived of such rights as education, especially girls. This has prompted some community 

members to act, in assisting the child, either on their own or with a social worker in the area. One 

would easily get confused about what the community members really believe in, the universal 

rights or the cultural beliefs and practices that lead to some children’s rights being hindered. 

Perhaps it is possible that even in a community with shared culture and traditions, variation still 
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occurs from household to household. It would be worth researching whether the society cultural 

values apply to every household and perhaps what determines the differences yet similarities of 

households in the same community. 

5.1.2.2 Difference  

On the other hand, there were some differences that were mentioned in the study and a highlighted 

point, in this case, was the way in which social workers approach the community members. Social 

workers get involved in different incidences and problems of clients at both individual and societal 

level and these can be very difficult and complicated. Most of the situations require directions of 

social control and social workers really must make tough decisions. Unlike individuals, problem-

solving becomes more complex when social workers deal with a situation involving the entire 

society yet also, they must follow their professional and personal values at the same time 

(Loewenberg, Dolgoff, & Harrington, 2000) 

Social workers expressed that they are demand driven when doing their job and this demand comes 

from the community members and their focus was to assist the child in need as soon as possible. 

Social worker’s actions, in this case, can be seen through the utilitarian theory. The utilitarian 

theory in its claims, states that the morality of an action is solely a matter for consequences, or the 

consequences determine the morality of an act or decision. This is in the sense that morality is a 

matter of having the right intention, which can be accepted universally (Loewenberg, Dolgoff, & 

Harrington, 2000). In this case, social workers have their focus drawn on helping the child as soon 

as possible and not taking into too much account of the procedure, but for the best outcome for the 

child in need. This, however, may lead to a negative reaction from the community because he or 

she may not be following how the system of the society works. It may not physically impact 

community members, however culturally this triggers a negative reaction because it is a breach of 

the system. Although they may have universal or shared values with the social workers, 

community members reaction is negative if the process the social worker uses, is a breach to the 

local system. 

Although sometimes the social workers personal and professional values may be in line with the 

individual or society’s, differences still exist and these need to be addressed because they do have 

importance (Loewenberg, Dolgoff, & Harrington, 2000). According to the social workers, they 

work in accordance with the demands of the community. Contrary to this, community members 
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stated that the approach of social workers to them is not in their favour. They stated that social 

workers need to go through the right channels and procedures in addressing problems or situations, 

regardless of their nature. To be specific, community members who also represented different 

members of the community stated that social workers need to always go through community 

leaders or other community members before approaching individuals or family. According to 

them, this would limit conflicts and that social workers would get better reception of their clients 

through the guidance of those who know the community well and that every community has got 

its procedures in other words, methods of fitting in the system may help social workers cooperation 

with locals.  

This is not a new topic concerning social workers and clients when working with children, for 

example in a study done in Northern Ireland, where twelve families who were undergoing 

interventions on child welfare were interviewed about their experiences with social workers. They 

reported as stated in the findings that their experience and cooperation with the social worker they 

dealt with was good, following if their social worker had initially developed a working relationship 

with them. They mentioned that among the traits of the social worker was honesty and showing 

interests in the family needs. It was in the study, concluded that the level which social workers 

have in developing relationships can determine how well the family or client cooperate (Spratt & 

Callan, 2004). Similar findings there were also found in a study in which interviews were 

conducted on social workers and parents and these findings generally emphasized on the 

importance of a good relationship with clients by being honest sensitive,  and clear about the 

procedures. (Platt, 2008) 

Theoretically, this could also be understood and seen through the systems theory as a community 

is a system. As earlier mentioned in chapter two, the systems theory has got its focus on individuals 

belonging to a system and these individuals integrate to the system and mix with phycological 

elements of practice. (Payne, 2005) . Pertaining to the statement, individuals and families which 

social workers approach have got a connection to a larger community to which they are part, 

therefore whatever they do is connected to how the community works. In the community, for the 

social workers to meet the individuals, they first must go through community leaders, because that 

is how the system works. Being in line with the system, in this case, would enable more 

cooperation from the community members. Perhaps this implies that there is a very close 
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relationship between individuals and community that social workers need to conform to 

community systems to understand the individual. Exploring the systems theory helps social 

workers to understand how individuals interact with others in families, communities as well as in 

wider social environments. In this case, systems are entities with boundaries where physical and 

mental energy is exchanged (Payne, 2005) 

5.1.3 How a Social Worker is Viewed or Identified.  

One major objective of the study was to know how the community members view the social worker 

in child protection. This was meant to understand the kind of relationship or cooperation they have 

with the social worker. During the interviews, it was decided that social workers should also state 

how they view their role in the community, in order to know if there are any differences.  

5.1.3.1 A Teacher yet an Intruder 

When asked about how they view social workers, some community member representatives on 

behalf of their community, stated that they view the social worker as a teacher. In terms of teacher, 

one stated that they see the social worker, who they sometimes referred to as an advisor to have 

lessons for them. This in a way indicates that local community members do have a welcoming 

attitude of the social worker and what they have to offer. Mostly, it was mentioned that they 

anticipate that the social worker will teach them something about human rights, for example, the 

rights of children or people living with HIV/AIDS. This is interesting because, again the 

community members mentioned about learning of human rights regarding children, which may 

mean that they do have a value for them and are eager to learn more from the social workers.  This 

can be understood through a universalist point of view, which argues that ‘an action is inherently 

right or wrong ’ and therefore that ethical rules are universal (Dogolf, Loewenberg , & Harrington, 

2005). This includes ethics with belief in the worth and dignity of each person; commitment to 

non-discrimination and equality; acceptance of the rights of a person to self-determination (Healy, 

2007). Although this has been mostly related to a social worker’s ethics, community members also 

do observe these values on human rights and that some aspects do qualify as right or wrong either 

way. On the other hand, viewing and understanding this scenario through a universalist point of 

view may not be as effective because not all communities or community members may have the 

same mentality, which may require cultural relativist views and perhaps why the need social 

workers to teach them about children’s rights.  
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As much as social workers were mentioned to be regarded as teachers, they were also said to be 

seen as intruders by the same community.  Community members expressed that sometimes social 

workers are intruders because some issues are family or private issues and therefore not for an 

outsider and also because they know how they want to raise their children, however social workers 

tell them how to do so and they do not like this because not everything is the social worker’s 

business. It was stated that its better if social workers properly told them properly where the 

problem might be, instead of telling them how they ought to raise their children. In cases such as 

these, social workers are intruders to some community members. 

 Clearly, there is a line between community members accepting social worker’s advice and being 

told what to do on how they raise their children. A better understanding of this scenario could be 

through the cultural relativist view, Cultural relativism is involved with overall respect and 

tolerance for difference, which refers to the idea that the context of culture is of high importance 

to an understanding of people’s values, beliefs and practices (Howson, 2009). People may want to 

raise their children differently from others and through cultural relativism, they should be left to 

do so, because their way is convenient and valid to them. This may not always be a good way of 

understanding and reasoning though, because some practices or ways of raising and treating 

children may be harmful.  

This can somehow still be related to the way social workers approach the community members as 

well as their cultural background. One of the points of past literature presented in this study was 

that social workers faced resistance from the locals because they were alienated. For example, 

social workers from Zimbabwe who were asked to practice at an area in South Africa (Mangenai 

& Warria, 2017). The difference between the two could be that social workers approach 

communities in a manner they should not, although they are not aware. Whereby in South Africa 

it might have been because they are from a foreign land and had no one familiar to connect them 

to local members. The locals would not let a stranger interfere in their privacy 
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CHAPTER SIX 

6.1 RECOMMENDATIONS   

As an overview, generally, it has been noted that social workers indeed do face different kinds of 

challenges during practice, as much as the focus in the study was on cultural and traditional 

challenges, other aspects such as the lack of resources emerged, which were however linked to 

culture and tradition. It has also been clearly noted that there are differences between the local 

community and social workers in terms of compromise on approach and interaction in issues of 

child protection. 

Considering the similarity and differences that the social workers and community members have, 

it appears that community members do know the importance of human rights on children however 

this may not apply to all families. They may, however, learn and cooperate if the differences are 

met and this includes social workers respecting the system of the community and working with 

the community members. Therefore, in order for social workers to properly practice in 

communities, they need to understand the community systems and comply to them, by first 

learning how the system of the community works through community leaders or any appointed 

person for the purpose. In so doing, they create a relationship and gain rapport of the community 

members who may also help locate and help clients in need.  It may be important for the social 

worker to directly visit a client or potential client’s home without going through others because of 

the urgency of the situation and also because they had already gone through chiefs or leaders in a 

prior case, however if the system requires that they always have to go through the communities 

leadership or appointed people, then social workers should do so.  

A good relationship through the right procedures may also enable those that fear opening up to do 

so because as they see a social worker as a professional they can trust and not an intruder, they 

may open up about some problems. Creating a good relationship would also give the social worker 

a chance to help clients understand the dangers of certain practices and the dangers of not opening 

up on some cases due to shame in this case or fear in other cases.  

Social workers mentioned the fear of spiritual consequences, considering if anything happens to 

the child following if they take a child to a new home, which is related to blame and this is because 

of disagreements that may erupt following the act. This, however, could be avoided through new 

ways of approaching the local communities. Issues of blame after a negative outcome on the client 
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may also be avoided because everyone involved may take responsibility and not just the social 

worker. In addition, community members or clients may comply and be more cooperative with the 

involvement of their fellow community members or leaders, unlike the social worker alone. 

Therefore, the study suggests that social workers need to follow procedures and involve 

community leadership every time. Some aspects of the findings of the study may help in working 

with similar cases in other places. 

In terms of lack of resources, perhaps the problem could lessen if there were sensitization before 

implementation. In this case, where possible, sensitization should be done as this could possibly 

lead to different clashes between practice and clients in many other aspects. Policy makers should 

put emphasis on resource allocation in this sector, for social workers to carry out more sensitization 

meetings with communities and this could help improve practice. 

6.2 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the study was focused on identifying problems that social workers face when 

practicing child protection and have to place the child outside the home as an act of child 

protection, along with understanding the differences and similarities between the social workers 

and the local community, with regard to how the social worker is viewed or identified. The 

challenges that were gathered during the data collection were lack of inadequate resources, 

differences in how families raise children, blame on social workers if they take the child elsewhere 

as well as differences in proprieties between culture, tradition and social work on raising children. 

In addition, there was a major similarity which was that both social workers and local communities 

do recognize human rights although local communities may not be fully aware of them. The most 

highlighted problem with this, is the way in which social workers approach the community, which 

affected the way local communities view social workers. By relating the findings with hidden 

meanings and theories, it is possible to improve the relationship, and these have been presented in 

the discussions and recommendations section. In relation lack of resources has played a role toward 

the clashes and perhaps if resources were available, sensitization would take place, leading to fewer 

clashes. In general, the study has brought ideas to other studies relating to it, which could help 

social work practice and it is an addition to the previous hypotheses that social workers indeed to 

face challenges  and clashes when dealing with clients, during practice in child protection. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Guide 

 

To Social Workers/ Practitioners (Set at one hour for each, at a time of their choice) 

1) How can you describe your role as a social worker in the community of practice? 

2) What is your knowledge or understanding of child protection in Malawi? 

3) When do you think a child needs to be put outside the home for protection and why? 

4) How do you relate child protection with the culture or traditional practices in your area of 

practice? 

5) What are the strengths you have as a social worker in the community that you practice in? 

6) What are the specific challenges that you face as a social worker concerning child 

protection, related to the community local values and ethics? 

7) How do you think is a possible way to have a better working relationship between social 

work in child protection ethics and local cultural values? 

Group Interview (Time: 08.30 to 10.30)  

1) What do you understand is the role of Social Worker in your community? 

2) What do you understand by child protection in Malawi? 

3) In your community, to what level or in what situations should a child regarded to need 

protection from their home? 

4) What common agreements do you have with social workers in your community on child 

protection? 

5) How do you believe social workers can practice child protection, without violating 

cultural values in your area? 

6) How would you assist a child who is having trouble at home for example domestic verbal 

or physical abuse or discrimination? 

7) How would you deal with a situation in which a social worker would like to take a child 

to a different home as an act of protection, but the parents and some local members 

disagree on having the child removed from the home? 

 


