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ABSTRACT 

Family violence is one of the most pressing social issues in South Africa. Its contributing 
factors are complex, and in fighting against it, social workers are using different strategies to 
mobilise communities to work together in fighting this vicious cycle of violence. Therefore, 
this study aims to provide insight into the role of social workers in mobilising community 
involvement as a strategy for preventing family violence. Ecological and systems theories were 
used to show how different systems contribute to the social and psychological aspects of 
families’ wellness and the community at large. This qualitative study used a sample of 20 
participants comprised of 10 social workers, who were individually interviewed, and 10 
community members, who were part of the two focus group discussions. An exploratory design 
was used in this study. Purposive and snowball sampling were used to select the participants. 
Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Findings showed different factors 
contribute to family violence. This article concludes that social workers play a crucial role in 
preventing family violence. However, the study recommends that social workers should 
establish violence-prevention programmes by working with men and boys to address gender 
inequality and prevent men’s perpetration of violence. 

Keywords: community involvement; family violence; interventions; mobilisation; strategies; 
social workers 
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INTRODUCTION  

Family violence is destructive behaviour where one person tries to dominate, control or oppress 
their family or household (current or former) through intimidation, threats or physical harm. 
(Mahlangu et al., 2022). It is a concept that shows that all members of the family, including the 
perpetrator, as well as direct and indirect victims, are exposed to serious psychological trauma 
and emotional challenges, educational challenges and personality disorders (Shea et al., 2010). 
As a result of its long-lasting effects on family members, family violence has received 
widespread recognition as a critical human right and public health issue (Wood, 2014), and 
because of that, most local and international organisations, donors, faith-based organisations, 
non-profit organisations and even governments have a vision of fighting against all forms of 
violence in families (Medie & Walsh, 2021; Price-Robertson et al., 2020).  

Social work as a human service profession advocates for peace, human rights, equality and 
development, and plays a significant role in addressing family violence and promoting respect 
for the value, dignity and worth of a person (McCandless & Rogan, 2013). Social workers 
increase and strengthen protective factors through public awareness programme designs and 
the delivery of services they provide. In this regard, social work programmes help victims of 
family violence to cope with injuries, trauma, stigma and psychological frustration associated 
with family violence as well as helping in preventing incidents of family violence (Hawkins et 
al., 2010; World Health Organization [WHO], 2012). Community mobilisation as a 
preventative strategy that is used by social workers to prevent family violence offers a means 
to challenge social norms that encourage the use of violence. Recently, this strategy has 
attracted a lot of attention from both researchers and practitioners (Minckas et al., 2020), 
because it is a means of collaboration between practitioners and communities to fight against 
family violence. The current study aims to explore strategies used by social workers to mobilise 
communities to prevent family violence. 

OVERVIEW OF FAMILY VIOLENCE  

In South Africa many families are fractured and going through a crisis because of traumatic 
life events such as divorce, unemployment, poverty and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which make them more vulnerable to stressors that lead to acts of violence (Spinelli et al., 
2020). Like many societies in South Africa, often the adult (parent) group is superior to the 
young (children) group, and the male (husband) is superior to the female (wife). However, this 
is not to argue that all men are aggressive, but rather to clarify that a sense of entitlement 
features strongly in the dominant social construction of masculinity (Asay et al., 2014). 
According to Statistics South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 2021), violence against women 
and children in South Africa is nearly six times the global average, roughly 24.6 per 100,000 
population. This suggests that women between the ages of 15 and 44 years are considered to 
be at a higher risk of rape and gender-based and domestic violence (WHO, 2021). Statistics 
South Africa (2021) further points out that women are more likely to live in poverty and 
economic insecurity than men, and that economic poverty, gender inequality and gender-based 
violence (GBV) are interlinked. Less economically empowered women are more vulnerable to 
abuse on account of their lower financial contribution to their households (Vyas & Watts, 
2009). Hence, the stress associated with poverty and low income may carry a greater risk of 
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family violence by male partners (Krishnan et al., 2010). The Gender-Based Violence and 
Femicide National Strategic Plan (Republic of South Africa [RSA], 2020) shows that the 
prevalence rates reported in other studies are consistently higher than 50%, with men invariably 
being the main perpetrators. Population-based studies suggest the prevalence of male 
perpetrators of physical violence against their lifetime partner ranges from 24% in Brazil to 
42% in South Africa.  

Furthermore, family violence is associated with unequal power relations that emphasise men’s 
and women’s roles, where men assert their dominance over women (Vyas & Jansen, 2018). 
These inequalities are theorised to be the products of broader structural systems that reinforce 
the disadvantaged status of women and children at both individual and community levels 
(Montesanti & Thurston, 2015).  

The findings of Ndumo et al. (2022), who conducted a study on intimate partner violence in 
KwaZulu-Natal, revealed that the prevalence of threat, physical violence, sexual violence and 
any form of intimate partner violence (IPV) by men towards women was 19.7%, 16.6%, 1.8% 
and 20.2%, respectively. This shows that structural inequalities could contribute to family 
violence, especially against women, because of the intersection of gender with existing 
conditions such as poor health, as well as inadequate education and care (Sinha et al., 2017).  

Additionally, economic stress as a result of poverty is increased in settings where ideals of 
successful masculinity are firmly established to place men as the main providers of the 
household. In those settings, limited or poor employment options for men may lead to feelings 
of anxiety and despair; a crisis of male identity may then ensue and as a result of the stress, 
men might carry out acts of violence towards family members. (Chikhungu et al., 2021). A 
study conducted in rural KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa indicates that 60% of men were abusing 
their women psychologically, which in turn had implications for the mental health of the abused 
women (Mngoma, Fergus & Jolly, 2016). According to the study by Fleming et al. (2015) 
conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Chile, Croatia, Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), India, Mexico and Rwanda, 13% of men across the sample indicated that they had 
perpetrated physical violence against their partners; this percentage included those who were 
married and cohabitating. Prevailing norms related to masculinity and gender (in)equality in 
most societies often motivate men to perpetrate family violence. Research studies show that 
men who adhere to more traditional gender roles and gender ideologies are more likely to 
perpetrate family violence (Jewkes et al., 2011; Mshweshwe, 2020; Reidy et al., 2014). 
Societies with greater gender inequities are also characterised by family violence as they 
normally teach young men traditional gender roles and pressure them to act in traditionally 
masculine ways, which may include perpetrating family violence (Mshweshwe, 2020).  

An ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1974) posits that violence is a result of factors operating 
at four levels: the ‘individual’, ‘relationship’, ’community’ and ‘societal’. The ecological 
model allows researchers to detect the invisible role of cultural elements in perpetrating 
violence (Di Napoli et al., 2019). The gender-based perspective stresses that men and women 
do not hold the same amount of power in their dynamics as a couple and among the family as 
a whole. Deutsch (2007) conceptualises gender, including masculinity, as being constructed 
through social interactions. Thus, a man’s masculinity depends on his collection of behaviours 
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and interactions, and how his social environment judges them. Men are often obligated to 
project a masculine image, often emphasising strength and power over women (Fleming, 
DiClemente & Barrington, 2016). 

Gilchrist et al. (2017) found another factor that contributes to family violence perpetration. 
Their findings indicate a higher prevalence of intimate partner violence (IPV) among men who 
abuse substances than in the general population. Also, similar findings were indicated by 
Renzetti, Lynch and DeWall (2018), namely that high levels of alcohol consumption have a 
greater impact on physical IPV. Since power over others is such a critical element of 
traditionally defined masculinity, men can sometimes feel a need to assert their power in their 
relationships with women. In this way men’s conduct, including violence against women, helps 
them construct an outward image of power over women that is aligned with a socially 
constructed ideal of masculinity (Partab, 2012; Park et al., 2022). 

COMMUNITY MOBILISATION 

According to Khasnabis et al. (2010), community mobilisation is a process whereby various 
stakeholders come together to campaign for and demand a particular programme to help in 
service delivery, and to strengthen the participation of the community in promoting 
sustainability and independence. These authors further state that this process involves people 
from different parts of the community who have a common goal and are active in terms of 
participation to identify both needs and form part of the solution. Community mobilisation 
aims at preventing family violence by bringing together communities in developing, supporting 
and implementing prevention strategies and tactics that aim at changing individuals and 
communities at large.  

According to Minckas et al. (2020), because the causes and determinants of family violence 
are so deeply rooted and complex, community participation assists in promoting problem-
solving skills to address the prevailing inequalities between men and women, as well as 
encouraging members of the community to change gender norms and prevent family violence. 
Educating and sensitising communities is a powerful way of creating support among different 
stakeholders in prevention efforts, establishing programmes that strengthen social networks, 
organising community groups to challenge social norms that encourage the use of violence and 
advocating for the accountability of communities; these are some of the potential strategies to 
prevent family violence within communities (Nair et al., 2020). These strategies have the 
potential to transform and change those social norms and structures that contribute to the 
reproduction of family violence.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The systems and ecological theories of Bronfenbrenner (1974) are relevant frameworks for this 
study, because the systems theory focuses on the social aspect. Systems theory requires 
professionals to think about the social and personal elements in any social situation and how 
those elements interact with each other (Payne, 2005). Similarly, ecological theory views social 
problems and psychosocial challenges as contributing factors to human wellness and cannot be 
ignored from the helping process. Smeeton (2013, p. 488) acknowledges that systems such as 
families, the surrounding environment and the community influence an individual`s life. 
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Furthermore, Engelbrecht (2014, p. 15) suggests that these systems can be viewed as 
interrelated and having an influence on the other systems within the organisation.  

Ecological theory is mostly used to explain the multiple levels at which factors operate to 
influence family violence, including the community, society and personal relationships (Heise, 
2011). Ecological theory states that to address family violence, a prevention strategy should 
address the social, cultural and economic challenges that generate family violence. According 
to Bronfenbrenner (1974), individuals are affected and influenced by different systems. These 
systems include the microsystem, which refers to the interactions and relationships that one has 
with one’s family; and the mesosystem, which includes all of the interactions between 
microsystems. The microsystems influence the individual, but their interactions together play 
a large part in an individual’s life. The exosystem is the environment (including the 
community) in which an individual might not be personally involved and is external to their 
experience, but it affects them. The macrosystem focuses on how cultural elements, which 
include socioeconomic status and poverty, for example, affect the individual’s behaviour and 
attitudes. The last system is the chronosystem, which consists of all the environmental changes 
that influence an individual that occur over the lifetime, including major life transitions and 
historical events. Using systems and ecological theories is useful in terms of understanding 
how different systems contribute towards the social and psychological aspects of wellness of 
families and the community at large. It also helps to understand how different systems influence 
impulses to violent behaviour within an individual. These theories also show how different 
systems can influence the behaviour of an individual; for example, being unemployed frustrates 
men and some end up taking out their frustrations on their families by abusing them.  

METHODOLOGY 

This article was based on a larger study that was conducted from 2017 to 2019 in Buffalo City 
Metropolitan Municipality in the Eastern Cape, South Africa. According to the Department of 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (2016), Buffalo City Metropolitan 
Municipality had the second-highest overall crime index in the Eastern Cape province in 2017 
and 2018. This qualitative study from the social workers’ and community members’ points of 
view was aimed at exploring strategies used by social workers to mobilise the community to 
prevent family violence. The qualitative approach was chosen as it allowed the researchers to 
obtain data from social workers and family members through open-ended conversations about 
their own experiences of family violence and mobilisation strategies that social workers used 
to prevent family violence. Since social workers are providers of social services to vulnerable 
families and communities, they were purposely selected for the current study to give their 
insights into the factors that contribute to family violence and in particular into the mobilisation 
strategies that they use to eliminate family violence. Utilising this approach was advantageous, 
as it allowed the researchers to build a detailed picture of the phenomenon (family violence) 
researched and it also allowed the researchers to encourage participants to elaborate further on 
their responses, thus potentially opening up new topics that may not been considered at first. 
Using purposive sampling, 20 participants were selected, consisting of 10 social workers and 
10 community members, both males (4) and females (6). The social workers who participated 
were from the Department of Social Development (DSD) and the Christelike Maatskaplike 
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Raad (CMR) and were interviewed individually using semi-structured interviews in their 
offices at Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality. Semi-structured interviews were found to 
be the most suitable option as they allowed for an open-ended, broad and flexible shift from 
broader to more specific questions. To recruit the social workers from both agencies, a 
purposive sampling technique was used. The researchers approached the DSD and CMR and 
sought permission to conduct the study, after which they produced the participant information 
sheet that explained the study. After getting approval from both agencies, researchers 
approached social workers to do interviews based on their availability. The interviews for 
social workers were conducted at the Department of Social Development (DSD) and CMR 
offices in both East London and King Williams Town. The inclusion criteria were that all social 
workers must hold a BSW and work under DSD and CMR at Buffalo City Metropolitan 
Municipality. All social workers were expected to have at least 2 years of work experience in 
social work with individuals and communities and be above the age of 25 years. This study 
excluded social auxiliary workers and social workers who were not practising in the 
abovementioned agencies, as well as social workers who had less than 2 years of work 
experience. All social workers who were below the age of 25 years were excluded from this 
study. The interviews with the social workers were presented in English and each interview 
lasted 45 minutes to an hour.  

Furthermore, two focus group discussions (FGDs) were held with community members, with 
each group consisting of 5 individuals. To recruit community members, snowball sampling 
was used whereby the researchers approached the community leader to help them recruit 
another 9 community members who were knowledgeable about family violence in the 
community, and who were actively involved in the community committees that combat 
violence. The discussions took place at the CMR satellite office, Duncan Village in East 
London. The focus group discussion guide was written in English and the researchers had to 
translate the questions into IsiXhosa for community members, as some of them did not 
understand English. Each focus group discussion took 60 to 90 minutes. Both interviews and 
focus group discussions were audio-recorded with the permission of the participants. The 
interviews and focus groups, as well as the data analysis, were done by academics who have 
extensive knowledge of research procedures as they have published in reputable journals.  

To analyse the collected data, this study utilised reflexive thematic analysis (Byrne, 2022). 
According to Terry and Hayfield (2020), reflexive thematic analysis is a method of analysing 
qualitative data that entails searching across a data set to identify, analyse and report on 
repeated patterns. The process of analysing themes also involves coding and categorising 
information. Data were fully double-transcribed and coded to check the interpretations against 
data and to evaluate the ‘intercoder reliability’ (ICR). A code book that describes each code 
with a concrete definition and example quote from the data was developed by the researchers. 
The two researchers independently coded the same transcripts and then discussed and amended 
the codebook as necessary. The researchers then developed a thematic structure to describe the 
results concisely. The coding concordance rate across coders between the two coders was high 
as both of them coded almost all sources with the same codes and themes.  
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All raw information was converted into text in that the recorded interviews were transcribed 
verbatim (Creswell & Baez, 2021). Data were analysed following six steps: (1) becoming 
familiar with the data, (2) generating codes, (3) generating themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) 
defining and naming themes, and (6) locating exemplars (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Reflexive 
thematic analysis was deemed to be appropriate as it assisted the researchers in identifying 
themes or patterns from the answers provided by the participants. These patterns or themes are 
based on similarities, differences and contradictions in the data. The researchers provided 
‘thick descriptions’, which entails writing thorough descriptions of the characteristics, 
processes, transactions and contexts that constitute the factors that contribute to family 
violence, as well as the community mobilisation strategies that were used by social workers 
(Creswell & Baez, 2021). In ensuring confidentiality, codes were formulated for anonymity 
(Saunders et al., 2015). Social work participants are identified as SWPs, namely SWP1 to SWP 
10. Similarly, community members are identified as CMPs, ranging from CMP1 to CMP10. 
This study was approved by the University Research Ethics Committee at the University of 
Fort Hare, with an ethical clearance number, TAN111SNTS01. 

To ensure the trustworthiness of the data, the researchers applied the four criteria, which 
include credibility through triangulation, dependability maintained through peer debriefing, 
confirmability through member checking, and transferability by providing a rich and detailed 
descriptions of the context in which this study was conducted (Ahmed, 2024). 

FINDINGS 

The findings begin with an indication of the characteristics of the participants, followed by the 
factors that could contribute to family violence. Then the community outreach programmes 
that social workers use as a community mobilising strategy to prevent family violence are 
presented. 

Demographic characteristics of social workers  

All social workers were qualified in their field and had extensive knowledge in the provision 
of social work services to families and communities in Buffalo City. All social workers had at 
least a Bachelor’s degree in Social Work, and there was only one participant with a Masters’ 
degree in Social Work. The majority of them (70%) were junior social workers, and the other 
30% were social work supervisors. Of the 10 participants, a few (35%) reported having less 
than 5 years of work experience, and most (65%) had 5 to 14 years of experience in the field 
by the time of data collection for this study. 

Theme 1: Factors contributing to family violence 

Findings from the interviews and focus group discussions highlight several factors that 
contribute to violence within families. Three sub-themes emanated from this main theme. They 
are discussed below.  
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Sub-theme 1.1: Poverty 

Findings indicated that poverty contributes to episodes of violence within households. Many 
participants mentioned that being unable to meet the basic needs of the family causes 
frustration, which then leads to abuse and violence towards other members of the family. Social 
workers reported that some people who perpetrated family violence were living in poverty, 
especially those who were living in informal settlements. 

Some of the cases that I have received about family violence involved money, for example, 
one of my cases involved a man who wanted a child support grant because he claimed that 
he was the father of the children so the mother should give him some money from the child 
support grant. (SWP 3) 

Another social worker mentioned that: 

Most people, when they are hungry or do not have any means to meet basic needs, they 
become abusive toward their families, especially men. (SWP 4) 

Community members stated that: 

If the government is not creating job opportunities for everyone, we are still going to be 
abused; we are still going to be killed for our own money. People are frustrated out there 
and they display their frustrations on us. (CMP 7) 

I’m staying with a monster, who does not want to look for a job. He is always home, 
controlling us and sometimes beats me. We don’t have a stable source of income, we only 
get money when I do laundry for people here, and then they give me money. It’s bad. (CMP 
6)  

Sometimes we have to hide food because when he comes back, he eats all the food. I have 
children who need to go to school and carry lunch. He does not assist; I have to make means 
for my children to be just like other children. (CMP 5) 

I want to admit that really when you are a man with a family and unemployed, it’s 
frustrating. You have children and a wife to take care of and because you are not working, 
you do not have money, it’s either you start abusing alcohol or abuse your family. It’s really 
hard seeing yourself as a failure, especially to your children. (CMP 9) 

Sub-theme 1.2: Drug and alcohol abuse 

Throughout the interviews and focus groups, the majority of the participants maintained that 
drug and alcohol abuse triggers violent behaviour in people. Participants explained that 
everyone has a violent side that is hidden until a person gets intoxicated, then violence can 
quickly escalate into a dangerous situation that is difficult to avoid. Most of the participants 
come from homes where violence happened mostly when the perpetrator was intoxicated. Most 
participants reported that people use drugs to escape their realities. Some of them mentioned 
that they are frustrated because of being unemployed, so they resort to using drugs and alcohol 
to numb the pain and frustration they are going through. Others mentioned that they are now 
addicted to drugs and do not find it easy to escape.  
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When someone is intoxicated, it is easy for them to commit a crime, and it is easy for them 
to be violent towards anyone because they feel powerful, and they are not afraid of anything 
that is why we still have many cases of violence. Our legal system releases people who are 
a threat to their communities and families, I can say; that alcohol is just an excuse for crime 
and abuse. (SWP 8)  

Community members said that: 

Drugs and alcohol play a big role in every negative thing that is happening in our 
communities, and I blame the government for that because they are not doing anything about 
the drugs that are being sold in our communities. It’s not as if people do not report that, 
they do. I feel like our government is destroying us and our children. (CMP 10) 

When he is sober, he is very nice, loving, and caring but once he gets drunk, he becomes 
violent to me and everyone in the house. Bear in mind, he gets paid every Friday; as a result, 
everyone knows that on Fridays we have to sleep next door because he becomes violent. 
(CMP 6) 

Sometimes, we abuse alcohol because of things that we are going through. Some of us abuse 
alcohol because we have money to buy, and that affects our families because you will find 
that a man does not buy any house necessities, and when the wife is asking for money, he 
becomes violent. (CMP 8)  

Sub-theme 1.3: Traditional gender norms 

Based on the findings of this study men are the main perpetrators of family violence in this 
Municipality. The majority of the participants reported that the perpetration of men's violence 
against women is regarded as an outward manifestation of traditional roles and a display of 
unequal power relations between men and women.  

When I got married to him, my parents, and my in-laws, told me to respect and submit to 
him. I’m doing that but he is now abusing us. Sometimes he does not sleep at home, and 
when I ask him where he is, he becomes angry. I told my mother-in-law about his behaviour, 
but she said I need to persevere, all men are like that. The reason I’m still here is because 
of my children and not him. (CMP 4) 

If I remember correctly, most cases that have been reported to me involved physical abuse 
of women and children by men, either husband or boyfriend. Some of these cases involved 
older children abusing their parents and grandparents, I’m so sad that women have to suffer 
because they are overpowered by men, and as social workers, we are trying our best to fight 
that. (SWP 8) 

As a man, you have to be guided by cultural norms. Sometimes, we are not aware that we 
perpetrate violence when we are being harsh to our partners. We grew up like that, it is 
something that we witnessed and learned from our parents and grandparents. We thought 
by being harsh to your partner, you show love and care; however, we are open to being 
corrected. (CMP 10) 
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The violence does not start when you are old and married. I believe that it’s something that 
our brothers learned. I still remember when we were young, boys would pursue you, and if 
you didn’t give them a chance, they would twist your arm until you gave in. Growing up, it 
was normal because we had a belief that it was love. (CMP 1) 

The study also found that the subordination of women ensured that they remained dependent 
on men socially and financially, with limited or no resources and finances of their own. 
Therefore, cultural barriers reinforced the marginalisation of women; such unequal power 
relations serve to increase women’s risk and vulnerability to family violence. 

Theme 2: Community outreach programmes 

The following sub-themes relate to community outreach programmes that social workers 
conduct as mobilising strategies to alleviate family violence. 

Sub-theme 2.1: Seminars with community members 

Findings from the interviews with social workers showed that social workers visit communities 
and have seminars with community members about family violence and other social issues. 
Social workers also indicated that they hold seminars with community members but other 
stakeholders are included in the discussion to find out about the challenges that communities 
encounter. These seminars lead to deeper relationships between them and the communities they 
serve. Through these seminars, social workers were able to identify the needs of the survivors 
of family violence and any other social issues, as well as those who are at risk of family 
violence. They also use these seminars to educate community members in a non-judgemental 
manner about the consequences of using violence, and how it affects the perpetrators, victims 
and the community at large. 

We conduct seminars with community members on various topics, especially family 
violence. These seminars allow people to interact with us and share their challenges. (SWP 
5) 

We always make sure that we invite other relevant stakeholders such as SAPS, the 
Department of Health, and other NGOs [non-governmental organisations] that deal with 
social issues to sensitise community members about family violence. (SWP 7) 

A community member said that: 

Social workers do visit us once in a while and we would meet in a community hall. They 
would talk about various issues that affect us as families and as a community. They always 
encourage us to seek help, especially if one is in an abusive environment. (CMP 1) 

The visits from social workers and other departments are helpful to me, they opened my 
mind. The other day, when my husband wanted to beat my daughter, I told him that I would 
call the police and social workers to deal with him. I think he listened to me because he no 
longer beats anyone, when he is angry, he leaves the house and comes back the following 
day and I don’t care. (CMP 6)  
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A community member mentioned that: 

I’m just hoping that the efforts that social workers make to help us confront the issues that 
we have do not go in vain. As a community, we are learning a lot, and the discussions open 
up our minds about violence and abuse. (CMP 2) 

Sub-theme 2.2: Organising community groups to challenge social norms that contribute to 
the use of violence 

Social workers mentioned that their programmes are aimed at facilitating change by addressing 
the main and contributing factors leading to family violence at a community level. Findings 
also revealed that gender inequality and social norms of the society that are harmful and sustain 
violence within families revolve around the sexual purity of women, protecting family honour 
regarding the safety of women, and the authority of men to discipline women and children. 
Community members also noted that some social norms encourage the use of family violence 
by putting men in a superior position, and women in an inferior position when it comes to 
resolving family issues. One of the social norms that some communities still hold onto is the 
use of violence when “a woman does not listen”. 

A social worker mentioned that: 

Some of the social norms contribute to the perpetration of family violence, especially 
violence against women and children. So, as social workers, we organise communities to 
challenge such norms. Family violence does not only affect families, but it also affects the 
community, therefore, community members should find ways of alleviating it, with the help 
of us, and other relevant stakeholders. (SWP 10)  

Another social worker indicated that: 

I believe that community members have the potential and ability to change social norms and 
practices that are harmful to human nature, including those that contribute to the high 
prevalence of family violence. (SWP2) 

Community members said that: 

There is a belief that when parents die, firstborn sons inherit everything. Here, we had a 
case of that nature, whereby this man was chasing his sisters because their parents died, 
and he claimed that the house and cars belonged to him. One of his sisters is still at school, 
doing Grade 12, she was so disturbed by this. As a community leader, I had to intervene 
and we advised the sisters to take the matter to court. (CMP 3) 

We now feel safe as social workers ensure that our rights are not compromised by 
traditional beliefs. We at least have the law that protects us, because sometimes the 
traditional beliefs oppress us, they don’t consider our rights. (CMP 1) 

I am happy that members of the community forum are also showing interest in this social 
workers’ initiative of working with groups of community members to challenge social norms 
that contribute to the use of violence. Social workers are doing their best to ensure that 
everyone is protected, and our rights are protected and respected. (CMP 7)  
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Therefore, social workers developed and used valid and reliable strategies to break the 
malicious cycle of violence. Findings also showed that social workers challenge communities 
to develop, support and implement strategies that aim at changing individuals and 
communities. 

Sub-theme 2.3: Prevention and early intervention programme (PEIP) 

Social workers made specific mention of the Prevention and Early Intervention Programme 
(PEIP), which they offer to different groups of people, especially in cases of family violence. 
Social workers further reported that where family violence occurs, child abuse usually becomes 
prevalent, as children become exposed to violence first-hand in their homes.  

Social workers stated that: 

More support is needed for survivors of family violence because some of these people have 
suicidal thoughts so sharing their feelings with someone would help them cope with the 
effects of family violence. (SWP 2) 

We visit communities to tell people about the availability of our programmes. By doing that, 
we are trying to motivate and encourage them to make use of our services and to report any 
violence that may occur. (SWP 7)  

Community members shared their experiences on PEIP: 

As someone who works in a school environment, we have a social worker that is placed 
there. I’m very happy because our children are safe, at least they have someone to talk to. 
We all know that in some families there is no proper channel of communication. Sometimes 
these children end up taking their lives because they do not have anyone to talk to. Now that 
there is a social worker there, as parents we are happy and relieved. (CMP 2) 

We were once invited to one of the schools and we were told that social workers would be 
there to talk to us as parents. For both mothers and fathers, one of the topics that were 
covered is how to cope with daily stress as a parent. Also, how stress affects our relationship 
with our children. I don’t want to lie, some of the things were new to me. (CMP 6) 

Social workers do not only focus on us as adults, but on our children as well. They are doing 
their best to protect them against all forms of abuse. (CMP 3) 

These programmes include home visitation programmes, parenting programmes, programmes 
for children exposed to violence, and empowerment programmes that aim at reducing gender 
inequality. Social work participants also mentioned that there are three levels of prevention – 
primary, secondary and tertiary prevention. They further mentioned that primary prevention 
includes techniques and activities that provide resources and education to enable families to 
function optimally, and which offer protection against some of the main stressors that lead to 
abuse. These activities mostly aim at the general population to prevent abuse and violence 
before it occurs. Secondary prevention, also known as early intervention activities, focuses on 
means and resources that will identify families and children who are at an increased risk of 
violence, this strategy limits ongoing abuse. In tertiary prevention, social workers provide 
services to families and communities who have already been affected by family violence. 
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Sub-theme 2.4: Collaboration with other relevant stakeholders 

Findings revealed that men’s foundations, student organisations, youth development groups, 
offenders inside prisons, officials working in the criminal justice system, and communities at 
large are some of the stakeholders that the Department of Social Development has collaborated 
with to fight against family violence and other challenges facing communities. Other 
stakeholders include non-governmental organisations such as ‘Men Championing Change’, 
which mainly focus on men who will use their strength to love, protect and provide for their 
loved ones, and who will be agents of change and stand against any form of abuse within and 
outside the family system. 

As a social worker explained: 

As the Department of Social Development, we are working hand-in-hand with other 
stakeholders, including the communities in fighting violence within families. We believe that 
violence is a complex problem that needs a multi-sectoral approach, so we are doing our 
best to curb it. (SWP 1) 

Another social work participant reported that: 

There are many factors that contribute to the perpetration of family violence, therefore, as 
social workers, we first need to address them. We can never be able to address them without 
involving other stakeholders, including communities themselves. So, we are working with 
community members. (SWP 3) 

Community members shared their sentiments regarding their collaboration with different 
stakeholders:  

As a community, we are working very well with the social workers and other departments. 
We also work with SAPS because as a community leader; once I receive a case of violence 
in a particular household, I quickly call the police; if the case involves a child, elderly or 
one of the parents, we then call the social workers and so far we are doing well. (CMP 3)  

As community members, we are glad that we have a working relationship with different 
departments to ensure our safety. We had a case of elder abuse in my area, whereby 
children, who are now adults of an older woman were taking her grant and using it to buy 
alcohol, but we worked together as a community, and we involved social workers who came 
and removed that old woman and placed her with another family member who is taking 
good care of her. (CMP 9) 

CMP 7 mentioned that: 

As a community, we are very happy to work with the social workers because we are learning, 
and we want our community to be a safe place, where our children will grow and enjoy their 
childhood. I just hope that this relationship that has been established between us, and the 
social workers will remain so that we can work together to tackle other issues that we have 
in this community.  
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DISCUSSION 

The findings on community members corroborate those on the social workers. They revealed 
that various factors contribute to family violence. These factors also include some of the social 
issues that communities are battling. Poverty is one of the major factors that make people feel 
frustrated, useless, angry and sometimes inadequate. When men/husbands cannot provide for 
basic needs such as food, they tend to become violent (Hatcher et al., 2022). The issue of basic 
needs also includes housing standards and the environment where the house is. These findings 
echo what Meth (2017) found about the significance of housing; it is a harsh reality for millions 
around the world who live in informal settlements where housing standards differ enormously. 
The current study found that violence is more prevalent in informal settlements, indicating that 
those communities are environments that are not safe places.  

Earlier, we argued that family violence is further impacted by social differences such as gender 
and age, showing the differentiating significance of identity in the perpetration of violence 
across societies. This argument addresses the detrimental impact of poverty, patriarchy and 
inequality, which carry a high risk of family violence. The cycle of violence is extremely 
difficult to break and is more difficult in the midst of poverty. The cycle of poverty or financial 
strain continues to cause more anger and lashing out by men who become aggressive towards 
their families, especially their partners. Poverty makes living conditions more challenging and 
it also affects the psychological wellbeing of all family members, especially men (Eralp & 
Gokmen, 2023; Williams, 2015). In many instances, men feel powerless as they fail to provide 
for their families.  

It is evident in this study that as a result of their frustration and inability to meet the needs of 
their families, men tend to become aggressive, especially towards their spouses. This shows 
that poverty has greater emotional and psychological effects on men compared to women and 
they act on their emotions. 

Being unable to pay for the utilities and the house is a source of great frustration to men, as 
every man’s dream is the ability to provide for the family. If they fail to provide, they resort to 
violence; Schwab-Reese et al. (2016) argue that violence is sometimes a consequence of 
financial stress. Being the breadwinner is the primary role of men in most African societies and 
failing to fulfil that role leads to men being frustrated and disempowered and they displace 
their anger onto their families (Petersen & Mkhize, 2023).  

Both social workers and community members revealed that drug and alcohol abuse also 
contribute to family violence. Heavy drinking is linked here to increased coercive and 
controlling behaviour, especially of female partners through financial control, threatening and 
intimidating behaviour, as well as emotional control. To show that drug and alcohol abuse is a 
serious factor that contributes to aggressive actions and behaviour in men, Graham et al. (2011) 
and Reno et al. (2010) show that when men are under the influence of drugs or alcohol, they 
are likely to assault their families. This shows that the use of drugs and alcohol contributes to 
the violent behaviour that men exhibit toward their families. Furthermore, aggression is the 
precursor of violence and individuals prone to aggressive behaviours are more likely to commit 
violence impulsively, especially under the influence of alcohol (Sontate et al. 2021). This 
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shows that drug and alcohol abuse is a serious issue that contributes to family violence, as these 
studies were conducted on two different continents but show similar findings. Gender norms 
have been found to contribute to the perpetration of family violence by men. Some socially 
constructed ideologies about masculinity or the expectations and beliefs about what men should 
do, or the attributes they should possess, are implicated in men’s use of violence against their 
partners. To support the findings of this study, systems theory indicates that men grow up 
surrounded by culturally and socially supported ideas of masculinity and virility, which stress 
the importance of recognising their power, strength and control (Esmailzadeh et al., 2005; 
Shen-Miller et al., 2011). This shows that most societies, including where this study was 
conducted, subscribe to and are characterised by unequal gender norms. These norms include 
men exercising their masculinity in their families through violence.  

The study findings showed that in trying to prevent family violence, social workers use a wide 
range of mobilising strategies in working with communities. These strategies allow them to 
engage community members and build relationships with other stakeholders, including the 
communities they serve. In this study, social workers mentioned conducting seminars with 
community members, where they educated them about the causes and consequences of family 
violence. Community members also acknowledged the role that social workers play in their 
communities by engaging them on various topics about issues that communities are battling 
with. Conducting workshops and seminars with community members is one of the strategies 
that social workers use to educate the communities about different forms of family violence, 
as well as the availability and accessibility of their services. These seminars identify and 
mobilise resources and cultivate community leaders. These findings concur with those of 
Watson et al. (2012), who define the purpose of outreach programmes as addressing issues by 
bringing information, services and resources to communities where people live, especially 
those who are poverty-stricken. Through these programmes, outreach workers engage with 
community members and intervene in situations where the highest risk of violent behaviours 
occurs. 

To show that social workers indeed play a crucial role in alleviating family violence, they work 
with communities to implement prevention strategies. The findings of the current study concur 
with what Abramsky et al. (2014) and Wagman et al. (2015) found in their studies, namely that 
in South Africa social workers have trained volunteer activists to act against violence within 
the family system. They also engaged community groups to reflect on gender norms by 
encouraging youth leaders, providing training, developing teams and sharing power on how 
gender norms contribute to family violence. We also argue that community-level gender 
transformative approaches create opportunities for critical reflection among men and women 
about gender roles and norms, promote the position of women, challenge the unequal 
distribution of resources and allocation of duties between women and men, and seek to redress 
power imbalances.  

The findings also showed that the Prevention and Early Intervention Programme is a prevention 
strategy that consists of different programmes offered to those who are at risk of family 
violence as well as those who have already been exposed and subjected to family violence. One 
of the primary prevention strategies that social workers used was helping the communities 
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identify the most urgent problems affecting their community, with one of the burning issues 
being family violence. Through seminars that they conduct with community members, they 
were able to identify families that are at a high risk of violence and those who are already 
experiencing family violence. According to Cameron (2016), early intervention supports 
people to overcome the short- and long-term psychological, emotional and physical effects of 
family violence; they also lower the risk of intergenerational transfer of abusive behaviours 
and values in adulthood.  

Lastly, social workers collaborate with other stakeholders and community members. Since 
family violence is a complex social issue that needs a holistic approach from different 
stakeholders, social workers create partnerships with various departments such as SAPS, the 
Department of Education, the Department of Health and the communities at large. During 
seminars with community members, these different stakeholders come together and educate 
communities about family violence, as well as share information on the availability and 
accessibility of their services. According to Scholtz (2012), collaboration is important as it 
allows different professionals to address social problems that are beyond the scope of any one 
person or organisation. The collaboration of these different stakeholders allows for early 
detection and resolution of the issue, which in this case is family violence. In the current study, 
the collaboration also brings together different organisations to advocate for the respect and 
protection of people’s rights, especially those who are vulnerable.  

CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD  

Family violence affects not only the direct victims but the entire family including the 
perpetrators, and the community. Family violence has devastating, long-lasting effects on the 
victims, which can be physical, emotional and psychological. Community mobilisation is one 
of the strategies that social workers use to eliminate and prevent family violence. They bring 
together different societal factions to deal with family violence. The ecological and systems 
theories provides the best way to understand how different systems contribute to the violent 
behaviour of an individual as well as the way that various stakeholders can contribute towards 
the eradication of family violence.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 

There is a need for social work scholars and practitioners to expand the evaluation, refinement 
and impact of interventions through research. Social work scholars should also promote the 
importance of screening for exposure to violence. More social work research on the factors 
contributing to family violence is needed. In particular, research addressing cultural norms and 
inequalities, and how these contribute to the perpetration of family violence, is urgently needed.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK POLICY AND PRACTICE  

Legal protection against violence within the family is provided for in the Domestic Violence 
Act (Republic of South Africa [RSA], 1998). Similarly, social workers are doing their best to 
prevent family violence by involving communities and other relevant stakeholders. To 
supplement this, the Department of Social Development should develop a tool to assess and 
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monitor the implementation of policies to determine the effectiveness of community 
mobilisation as a strategy for preventing problems faced by vulnerable communities.  

Furthermore, there is a need to target the phenomenon of family violence through the media 
and on various social media platforms. Social workers need to have slots on the radio stations 
where they will talk about family violence as part of their community outreach programmes.  

Social workers should establish relationships with traditional leaders and ward councillors, as 
they are the most influential people in their communities. If they can build a good working 
relationship with them, they can train them about the nature of family violence in particular 
and other social issues in their communities. It is also crucial that the social work profession 
lend its voice to helping to shape legislation and inform public policies that can greatly reduce 
cases of family violence.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations are made. 

 Social workers should establish violence-prevention programmes by working with men 
and boys, if they are to address gender inequality and prevent men’s perpetration of 
violence. In these violence-prevention programmes, social workers need to also address 
the way patriarchal norms negatively impact on men and women. In this way, they will 
engage men in attempts to transform gender norms and relations and prevent violence. 
Working with men and boys to address their needs and enhance their lives, including 
by affirming positive constructions of masculinity might help in fighting against gender 
inequality.  

 To reduce food insecurity, economic interventions for men should be coupled with 
gender training to ensure that reductions in household stress are accompanied by 
improvements in relationship quality. 

 Interventions focusing on resolving conflict without fighting, or on reducing controlling 
behaviours, may also be important for men who live in poor communities. These need 
to be paired with economic efforts and should be couched within building gender-
equitable views to be effective. 

 Opportunities should be created to discuss and critique prevailing understandings of 
masculinity and men’s discomfort with them, as well as men’s misperceptions of other 
men’s attitudes and behaviour. This strategy will encourage men to take the necessary 
steps to avoid perpetrating and confront the inappropriate behaviour of male peers. 

CONCLUSION 

Developing strategies to prevent family violence is still a challenge. However, community 
mobilisation appears to be a way forward for the prevention of family violence, even though 
the evidence for the effectiveness of this strategy is scanty. This paper shows the extent of the 
role that social workers play in preventing family violence and providing support through 
community mobilisation as a strategy. Based on the research findings, the community 
mobilisation strategy holds the potential for transforming social norms and structures that are 
the root cause of family violence. These strategies that social workers implement allow them 
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to engage diverse segments of the community in promoting change and thereby enhance the 
long-term sustainability of prevention efforts. 
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