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ABSTRACT The South African population is highly populated by single mothered families. Fatherlessness has
emerged as one of the greatest social problems, especially as children who grow up in families with absent-fathers
suffer lasting damage. The aim of this study was to examine the effects of fathers’ imprisonment on the functioning
of the family and social work interventions to mitigate this effect. The study used a mixed method approach that
involved the use of the quantitative and qualitative methodology. Data was collected using self- administered
questionnaires and face-to-face in-depth interviews. This study employed three sampling strategies namely: multi-
stage sampling and purposive sampling as well as snowball sampling. The sample was made up of 65 members of
families whose father is in prison or had been to prison and 15 social work officials. The findings revealed that
father’s imprisonment has a negative effect that causes dysfunctional families. The effect is due to the loss of a
father figure and a provider of the family. Inequality and stigmatization among family members were also found to
cause dysfunctional families after the father’s imprisonment. The findings from social work officials revealed that
social service interventions to alleviate the family dysfunctions. However, the services provided by social workers
are limited, there is also a lack of awareness regarding social work interventions for families with fathers in prison.
The study concluded that resources are limited to enhance the provision of adequate and better psychosocial
support for affected families in order to alleviate the undesirable effect of father’s imprisonment. Therefore, the
study recommended that the social welfare system should be strengthened by embarking on enlightenment programmes
that create awareness about family-based interventions for dysfunction families with fathers in prison.

INTRODUCTION

South Africa has one of the highest rates of
absent fathers in the world. Only about a third of
South African children live in the same home as
their fathers (Ritcher et al. 2012). Fatherlessness
has emerged as one of the greatest social prob-
lems, especially as children who grow up in fam-
ilies with absent-fathers suffer lasting damage.
This sudden and involuntary separation from the
family creates economic, psychological and in-
terpersonal problems that are similar to those ex-
perienced by divorced families and families who
have lost significant others because of death (Jer-
emy and Waul 2003). For the purpose of this
study, the term father absence refers to fathers
that do not live with their families and children,
whom do not maintain communication and do
not pay maintenance (Eddy et al. 2013). While
this problem is often raised as one of the issues

of concern, little is known about the effects of
father’s absence due to imprisonment in the life
of the family left behind. Research on this field
has solely focused on the impact of father’s in-
carceration on children. There are about 241 ac-
tive correctional centres across South Africa. Eight
are for women only, 13 are for youths, and 129 are
for men only (Singh 2016). According to the Par-
liamentary Liaison Office (2014) on mother and
babies in incarceration report, the prison popula-
tion is 150 608, only 2 percent of them are women.
South Africa has the biggest prison population in
Africa and the ninth biggest in the world. About
every month about 23 000 are released other 25 000
enter the correctional system (Parliamentary Liaison
Office 2014).

In traditional African and other families, fa-
thers constitute the authority figure and he shoul-
ders the major responsibilities for members of his
family (Lamb 2000). Importantly, men not only
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contribute to women’s well-being and happiness
but in several studies, men have also been found
to buffer children against neglectful or harsh
parenting by a distant, demoralized or overbur-
dened mother (Richter et al. 2012). According to a
report by Currie and de Wall (2005) in South Afri-
ca a child’s right to family and parental care is
placed on parents and families. However, there is
also a duty on the state to support the family as
an institution. White Paper of Social Welfare
(1997), states that stable, healthy families are the
heart of strong societies. It is within the family
environment that an individual’s physical, emo-
tional and psychological development occurs. It
is from our family that we learn unconditional love,
gain empathy, respect, and self-regulation. These
qualities enable us to engage positively at school,
at work, and in society. It further states its ab-
sence that profound damage on the individual
often leading to a behaviour that is profoundly
damaging to society. It is under these circum-
stances that this study sought to understand the
voice from the family of the incarcerated father
about the effects of his incarceration.

This paper was motivated by evidence based
knowledge on the challenge of father absence in
South Africa. Decades back many scholars, in-
cluding Hairston (1991) demonstrated a need to
develop a body of knowledge on imprisonment
and family relationship. He came across knowl-
edge gaps in other studies and saw a need for
increased understanding of several key issues
that need to be addressed by future researchers
on the impact of father’s imprisonment. Hairston
(1991) stated that research on the nature, struc-
ture, and functions of prisoner’s family and so-
cial networks outside prison is needed. It is known
that there is little understanding of prisoner’s fam-
ily characteristics or relationships. He further said
there is a lack of knowledge on how to do a pris-
oner’s personal and family relationships develop
and operate over the period of incarceration and
post-incarceration (Hairston 1991). Surprisingly
in South Africa, there is currently limited litera-
ture pertaining to the effects of absent fathers on
the family due to imprisonment. Studies have fo-
cus on father absence as a challenge but few have
focus on imprisonment as the reasons behind a
problem of father absence.

Literature Review

Father Absence and Imprisonment in
South Africa

One of the most negative issues of South
Africa’s imprisonment debates can be traced back
to apartheid history on how Black family lives
were ruined by separating fathers from families.
Nelson engorged gender quality and recognized
that it is the primary task of fathers to provide for
their families, but women are becoming co-pro-
viders and bread winners in families because of
father imprisonment (Shwalb et al. 2013). A recent
report by Losel (2012:7) on risk and protective
factors in the resettlement of imprisoned fathers
with their families revealed that studies on the
experiences of prisoners’ families have only re-
cently begun to accumulate. This was found to
be due to challenges in identifying and accessing
prisoners and their families for research, as well
as social and cultural perceptions about what is
acceptable and not to the public. Patrick (2006)
argues that a better understanding of prisoner
research processes may help to inform policies to
protect and ensure the rights and well-being of
prisoners’ children and families. In his qualitative
investigation in South Africa, he found that 42
percent of children lived only with their mothers
compared to only one percent who lived with the
fathers (Patrick 2006).

According to the report by the Department of
Social Development (2016), the majority of single
parent households in South Africa are headed by
women. This has implications for families in terms
of access to important socio-economic resources
such as land, livestock, credit, education, health
care, and extension services. It is stated that ine-
qualities that have an impact on women in societ-
ies are found among female headed households
where there are dependency and vulnerability
combined with sexist societal attitudes that en-
sure that these households are poor (Ellis and
Adams 2009). There is, however, limited research
in South Africa in terms of the consequences of
father imprisonment. Research in the United
States indicates that excessively long imprison-
ment rates are the leading cause of family pover-
ty, juvenile delinquency, poor academic perfor-
mance, depression, and illness (Ballard 2015).



CONSEQUENCES OF FATHER ABSENTEEISM IN THE FAMILY 159

J Hum Ecol, 68(1-3): 157-173 (2019)

There is, however, no reason to suspect the fig-
ures would be any different in South Africa if
research could be done and findings compared.
Thus, this study is to bring research findings that
show the consequences of father imprisonment
on the family and professional mitigation to such
consequences.

Effect of Father Absenteeism in the Family

According to Kimani and Kombo (2010), nu-
clear families in Africa are culturally viewed as
comprising of a father, mother, and children. Fa-
thers are assumed to be in charge of guidance,
protection, and provision of material and welfare
needs of the family. They are also seen as sourc-
es of inspiration. However, many families in Afri-
ca have absent fathers because of many reasons.
Ogbuia (2008) states that children without fathers
in African cultures are more likely to run away
from home, live on the street or live with relatives.

Hairston and Addams (2001) argue that the
loss of finances when a family has lost a father to
prison is greatest for those families who try to
maintain the convicted individual as a family mem-
ber. The study by Denison et al. (2005) further
revealed high levels of financial stress following
the incarceration of a male family member. This
financial impact was associated with higher lev-
els of somatic symptoms, anxiety and insomnia,
symptoms of social dysfunction and severe de-
pression. Griffin (1998) found that father absence
not only hinders children’s ability to make sound
decisions; it also triggers negative reactions as
opposed to positive ones. He says such condi-
tions cause children to live their lives with fear
and loss.

The family is usually the major source of ba-
sic necessities of life and health, love and tender-
ness, including adequate food, clean water a place
and time for rest, thus a family is responsible for
the care and upbringing of all its members (Ki-
mani and Kombo 2010). Ogbuia (2008) further-
more illustrates the impact absent fathering at
home; according to the author, it results in lots of
emotional, psychological and physical deficien-
cies in children. The effect of father absence is
the absence of male sex role models in single-
parent families. In the absence of a male parental
model, it is assumed that boys could not acquire
strong masculine identities or sex roles and would

not have models or achievement with which to
identify (Biller 1993). Large bodies of research
pertaining to fatherhood reveal that compared to
children raised in two-parent homes, children who
grow up without their fathers have significantly
worse outcomes, on average, on almost every
measure of well-being (Horn 2002). Horn (2002)
states that fathers make unique and irreplaceable
contributions to the lives of their children; unique,
according to him, means that they provide some-
thing different from mothers and are not just mom-
my substitutes. Irreplaceable means that when
they are absent, the family suffers. Table 1 shows
the percentage of children with absent living fa-
thers by race in South Africa from 1996-2010. The
researchers observed that the effect of father ab-
senteeism in the family as reflected in Table 1
negatively affect the growth and development of
children. In addition, it contributes to several im-
moralities in the society.

Coping Mechanisms in the Absence of the
Father

A study in Ghana by Ofori-Dua et al. (2015)
examined the coping mechanisms of the remain-
ing spouses and children with social, psycholog-
ical and financial problems resulting from incar-
ceration and the social support systems existing
for the benefit of families of the incarcerated. The
study was done to examine the unintended con-
sequences of imprisonment on 25 families of in-
carcerated men. The results of the study indicat-
ed that the incarceration of a family member has
an impact on the families of the incarcerated. It
was revealed that incarceration of family mem-
bers led to social stigma of the spouses and chil-
dren, reduction in family fortunes, emotional and
psychological trauma, infidelity and family break-
down. Spouses and their children resorted to
prayers from churches and pastors to cope with
the situation, moving from their residences, relo-
cating to cheaper and affordable accommodation
and reducing their expenditure and luxury in or-
der to survive, owing to unavailability of social
support systems except temporary financial as-
sistance from friends, close relatives and religious
organizations (Ofori-Dua et al. 2015).

The study, therefore, made recommendations
based on the results that stakeholders in the so-
cial service sector as well as the prison system
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should make professional counselling services
available to families of the incarcerated to enhance
their coping mechanisms. Economic problems are
major challenges facing families of incarcerated
persons. Prison authorities should enhance the
ability of inmates to work while in prison so that
they could remain economically active and remit
their families at home (Ofori-Dua et al. 2015). Ac-
cording to Parke and Clarke-Stewart (2003), fa-
thers’ imprisonment leads to shifts in family struc-
tures and caregiver arrangements and responsi-
bilities. It is revealed that a child’s positive ad-
justment to the father’s incarceration has been
associated with the remaining caregiver’s person-
al and familial coping resources, which include
the degree of family cohesion before incarcera-
tion and their ties to support networks. The re-
maining caregiver’s ability to cope with such
changes and avoid depression has an indirect
effect on the children. Lowenstein in 1984 identi-
fied successful coping strategies by the caregiv-
ers that included the development of indepen-
dence and self-sufficiency, the ability to withstand
psychological pressures, and the facility to main-
tain and develop new social relations. It is sug-
gested that these characteristics have a greater
impact on the family than the separation itself
although other authors emphasise that it is diffi-
cult for families to develop such qualities alone
(Parke and Clarke-Stewart 2003).

Parke and Clarke-Stewart (2003) also revealed
that recent reports by several authors outlined a
need to develop health and support services to

assist the families of prisoners in their transition
when their family member is incarcerated. They
also reported that recent the Victorian Associa-
tion for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders
conducted a study into the needs of families of
prisoners. Their study advocated the need for
interventions aimed at minimising the negative
effects which impact on families, and the need to
develop comprehensive services that are a range
of community based support services that can
respond to the complex and varied needs of chil-
dren and families of prisoners (Parke and Clarke-
Stewart 2003). According to Losel (2012), research
from several authors agrees that partners and
children of prisoners may also experience sec-
ondary stigma and shame in relation to the im-
prisonment. Losing friends was a common out-
come for family members of serious offenders.
Stigma and bullying at school might also affect
children of prisoners, both during and after the
imprisonment. Most of the previous studies have
addressed separately the experience of the im-
prisoned father or of the mother. Very few includ-
ed the perspective of both partners in the rela-
tionship. Richards et al. (1994) carried out a longi-
tudinal study that interviewed fathers and some
of their children’s caregivers during imprisonment
and conducted follow-up interviews with the re-
leased prisoners only.

It is argued that feelings of shame and the
experience of stigmatization are most evident when
family members visit correctional institutions.
Family members often report experiencing disre-
spect, hostility and humiliation upon visiting their

Table 1: Percentage of children with absent living fathers by race in South Africa from 1996-2010

Race Presence 1996 2002 2009 2010

African Deceased father 10.0 12.8 18.4 18.1
African Absent father 45.5 50.2 51.5 50.6

Father present 44.5 50.2 51.5 31.3
Coloured Deceased father 7.3 7.4. 6.1 7.1

Absent father 34.3 37.2 40.8 38.7
Father present 58.4 55.4 53.1 54.2

Indian Deceased father 4.8 5.0 2.4 3.6
Absent father 16.6 8.4 12.2 13.4
Father present 78.6 86.6 85.4 83.0

White Deceased father 3.4 2.4 1.7 2.3
Absent father 12.8 10.9 15.0 16.9
Father present 83.8 86.7 83.3 80.0

Total Absent Father 41.6 45.8 48.0 47.4
Present Father 49.2 38.7 35.7 35.5

Source: Department of Social Development (2016:24)
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incarcerated family members. They are often made
to wait for hours without any indication when, or
even if, they will be allowed into the visiting cen-
tre. Upon entry, they are subject to extensive se-
curity clearance procedures, which can be espe-
cially traumatizing to young children (Losel 2012).
Codd (2008) provides an example in which a young
girl witnessed her doll’s head being torn off by a
corrections officer checking for contraband.

Social Work Intervention Strategies in
Families with Absent Fathers

Eastin (2003) states that a father figure repre-
sents any male, but for the purposes of this study,
a father figure represents a father in the family
and does not include an uncle, grandfather, cous-
in or step-father. Considerable research has been
done on the crisis of single parent homes and
discussion that families suffer because one or
both parents are frequently absent (Ogbuia 2008).
According to the Department of Social Develop-
ment, which is responsible for the welfare of the
citizens in the country, a family is universally
viewed as one of the essential sectors without
which any society can function. It is the seat for
the first integration of individuals into social life
and the source of emotional, material and instru-
mental support for its members. In the family, each
generation is replaced by the next, such that chil-
dren are born, socialised and cared for until they
attain independence. Stable and strong families
are the heart of societies. It is also within a family
environment that an individual’s physical, emo-
tional and psychological development occurs and
individuals learn unconditional love, understand
right and wrong, gain empathy, respect and self-
regulation. Such qualities enable the individual
to engage positively at school at work and in
society as a whole. Therefore, the absence of a
stable, nurturing family environment has a pro-
foundly damaging impact on the behaviour of
the individual and to the society as well (Depart-
ment of Social Development 2012).

Van Breda (2001) state that research on medi-
ating influence of social support for specific stres-
sor events has emphasized the role of social sup-
port in mitigating against the effects of stressors,
thereby contributing to a family’s resilience. Re-
search has also emphasized the importance of
social support in promoting recovery from stress

or crisis experienced in the family as a result of life
changes, thereby contributing to the family’s
adaptive power. According to Coyle (2006), so-
cial workers have long advocated the importance
of interventions with families. Work with families
that have experienced adverse events or risks and
attempt to identify family processes that amelio-
rate those risks. The results of an explorative study
on the nature of family resilience supported the
resilience family model for Social Workers to in-
tervene. In the results, the model describes the
interaction of risks, protective factors and out-
comes in at-risk families. Conceptualizing family
functioning as a protective factor suggests a
mechanism that leads to resilience, while family
functioning as an outcome identifies resilience
without describing how it occurred. A family re-
silience model also showed a promise for enrich-
ing social work education about families. It em-
phasised the interactions between risk, protec-
tion, and outcomes, expanding the traditional
developmental family perspective (Coyle 2006).

South Africa promotes family Social Work in-
tervention strategies through the implementation
policies and services. First, the White Paper for
Social Welfare was issued in 1997 for services of
Social Workers. The Paper reaffirmed the coun-
try’s commitment to securing basic welfare and
human rights. Its focus is to facilitate the provi-
sion of appropriate developmental social welfare
services to all South Africans, especially those
who are vulnerable and in need. The services in-
clude those that are rehabilitative, preventative,
developmental and protective on the family and
its life cycle involving children, youth and the
aged. It outlines strategies to promote family life,
strengthens and guides developmental para-
digms, implementation of pro-family policies and
services in the country (White Paper for Social
Welfare 1997). A study on the effects of incarcer-
ation and re-entry in the United States support
the intervention services made to families because
of father absence. It made a conclusion that an
ability and motivation to keep trying under the
most difficult circumstances that prisoners’ fami-
lies display is for the nation to promote sound
reasons to promote and adopt policies which help
families carry on with their family obligations and
responsibilities. The authors argued that a social
investment in a prisoner’s family will require the
adoption of more positive views of the prisoner’s
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family and family relationships, better understand-
ing of family needs and societal responses and
dedicated attention to changing the prevailing
system responses (Hairston and Addams 2015).

Problem Statement

A study by Hairston (1991) found that inves-
tigation of any phenomenon which purports to
prevent crime or reduce criminal recidivism is
mandatory. The claim that prisoners’ families, of
which there are many, could be resources in en-
hancing public safety makes understanding of
this phenomenon even more compelling. How-
ever, little scientific knowledge about prisoners
and their families has been collected. The topic
has not been popular with corrections research-
ers as they have generally failed to take into ac-
count the fact that prisoners’ social networks ex-
tend beyond prison walls. Similarly, few family
researchers and social services professionals
have identified the area as a priority for knowl-
edge building or service delivery. Consequently,
it is no surprise to find that few studies have
examined the effect of father imprisonment on the
family. Therefore this study sought seeks to con-
tribute to a broader understanding of the per-
spectives of the effects of absent imprisoned fa-
thers on families and their children in Raymond
Mhlaba Local Municipality in Eastern Cape.

Shwalb et al. (2013), state that one of the most
shameful parts of South Africa’s apartheid histo-
ry is how black family life was ruined by separat-
ing fathers from families. Nelson Mandela en-
gorged gender quality and recognized that it is
the primary task of fathers to provide for their
families but women are becoming co-providers
and breadwinners in families because of a father’s
absence. There is also evidence from the reviewed
literature that the absence of a father through
imprisonment creates serious economic, emotional
and interpersonal problems for families left be-
hind. Such problems create excessive stress on
families at the time when the incarcerated father
and his family need each other’s support which
makes the family become the source of social ser-
vice support because of the father’s absence. A
father’s incarceration has a massive impact on
the family, therefore this study examines examine
the impact and the role of social work interven-
tion strategies to mitigate this impact.

 RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

Research Domain

Participants and respondents in this study
were drawn from Raymond Mhlaba Local Munic-
ipality in Eastern Cape, South Africa. Raymond
Mhlaba Local Municipality was established in
2000, towns or cities in the Municipality include
Alice, Middle Drift, Fort Beaufort, Hogsback, and
Seymour or Balfour. The tows are characterised
by a huge number of women headed households
with present but absent fathers. The municipality
is rural. There are poor socio-economic condi-
tions, a high unemployment rate and limited ac-
cess to resources. The selected towns are popu-
lated by primary Xhosa speaking people.

Raymond Mhlaba Municipality is 140 km
North West of East London on road 63 and is
approximate 200km North East of Port Elizabeth.
The municipality is the second largest local mu-
nicipality covering 3725 km2, and constituting 16
percent of the surface area of the Amathole Dis-
trict (Municipalities of South Africa 2012). There
are 35 355 households in the municipality with an
average size of 5-6 persons per household. Near-
ly half of the households (49.5%) are headed by
females. In the municipality, there are 27,499 peo-
ple that are economically active, employed and
unemployed but looking for work and of these
categories, 48.15 people are unemployed (Statis-
tic South Africa 2011). The above characteristics
noting 49.5 percent of households headed by
women in Raymond Mhlaba Local Municipality
reveal the need for this study to be embarked on.

The study used both quantitative and quali-
tative research approaches to collect the data from
the participants. These approaches were chosen
for the study because it is viewed as more practi-
cal than using either qualitative or quantitative
research approach in the sense that the research-
ers are free to use all the methods possible to
address a research problem. Social work officials
were purposively chosen from one (1) private and
two (2) public social service offices in Alice, Mid-
dledrift and Fort Beaufort. Five (5) social workers
were selected from the offices, making a total num-
ber of 15 participants. Out of the 80 participants
in the study, a sample of 50 respondents were
selected and 50 questionnaires were administered
to families using multistage sampling and snow-
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ball sampling.  Families making up a total of 15
were further selected for in-depth interviews us-
ing snowball sampling. The data were collected
using both open-ended questions. Sensitive ques-
tions were avoided because it may be difficult for
respondents to attempt and to avoid false infor-
mation. Therefore, the questionnaire contained
information like age, gender, as well as the educa-
tional status, which forms a part of the demo-
graphic information.  The quantitative data col-
lected were analysed using descriptive statistics
while qualitative data were analysed using the-
matic analysis.

FINDINGS  AND  DISCUSSION

Biographic Characteristics of the Interviews
Conducted with Family Members

Table 2 presents the biographic information
collected from qualitative interviews with fami-
lies, which covers gender, age, marital status,
Municipal area, the highest level of education,
number of family members in the household,
household head in the absence of the father, type
of housing, and a relationship of the household
head with the imprisoned father.

Concerning the biographical characteristics
of 15 family interviewees, findings reveal that fe-
males constituted the majority in the study as
compared to males. Findings also reveal that the
majority of the participants in the study were be-
tween the ages 41-55 and few were between the
ages of 21-25. Many of them were single although
a few others were married. The study was con-
ducted in Raymond Mhlba Local Municipality,
and data was collected from there major areas;
the majority were from Alice, including Fort Beau-
fort and some were from Middle Drift. Findings
regarding participants’ levels of education show
that many had a secondary level of education,
some had a primarily level of study and a few
studied up to the tertiary level.

The biographical characteristics of the fami-
lies section in the study also included the num-
ber of people residing in each household. Find-
ings show that the majority of the participants
had six members, others had five, and few had
three in the household. During interview discus-
sions, participants were asked about the head of
the household while the father is imprisoned, and Ta
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the majority said it was the wife of the father in
prison and mother, few others said it was the son,
daughter, sister and cousin brother. Moreover, they
were asked about the type of housing they occu-
pied; many revealed that they live in emergency
houses, and a few mentioned departmental hous-
es. Finally, the demographic characteristics indi-
cate the relationship of the participants with the
imprisoned father; results show that the majority
had a husband, father, son, and son-in-law in pris-
on. Some mentioned the father in prison are a broth-
er, niece, cousin brother and a neighbour.

Biographical Characteristics of Social Work
Participants

Table 3 shows the biographic information
of social workers which covers gender, age,
marital status, the highest level of education,
number of years of practical experience and area of
specialization.

 Regarding the biographic characteristics of
the participants, five (5) social workers from pri-
vate and ten (10) from the public sectors took
part in the in-depth interviews. Concerning the
gender of the participants, females were more than
males in the study. Their ages ranged from 25 to
54; however, those with a dominating age were 40
years and older. The study results show that many
of the participants included in the study were
single while few were married. The educational
level of participants showed that the majority of
participants had a Bachelor’s degree in social

work and few had Master’s degrees. Findings in
the study concerning the years of practice reveal
that some participants have been in practice start-
ing from two years up to ten years and above;
however, social workers with four years in prac-
tice dominated. Results further show that social
workers who took part in the study were from
different areas of specialisation and the majority
fell under generic social work practice. Some were
from children and family welfare services, and the
minority came from service managers and crime
prevention and support.

Biographical Characteristics from Family Who
Filled the Questionnaires

The biographic characteristic of respondents
who filled the questionnaire was sought from 50
families. The characteristics are made up of gen-
der, age, marital status, the major area of the munic-
ipality, education qualification, household size,
household head, type of housing, the relationship
between the imprisoned father and the respon-
dent. Females constituted the majority (94%) of
the respondents while males made up only six per-
cent of the respondents. Regarding racial distribu-
tion, 88 percent of the respondents in the study
were blacks and only 12 percent were coloured.

Age of  Respondent

The finding indicates that 52 percent of the
respondents which formed the largest compo-

Table 3: Biographical characteristics of the interviews conducted with social workers

Participant’s Gender Age Marital Level of Years of Specialization
code   group   status   education  practice

SWK1 M 54 Married BSW 5 years Generic social work
SWK2 M 25 Single MSW 5 years Generic social work
SWK3 M 35 Married MSW 9 years Service manager
SWK4 F 29 Single BSW 4 years Generic social work
SWK5 F 47 Single BSW 8 years Children and families
SWK6 F 41 Single BSW +-10 years Children and families
SWK7 F 42 Single BSW 6 years Generic social work
SWK8 M 36 Married BSW 4 years Generic social work
SWK9 F 39 Married BSW +-10 years Generic social work
SWK10 F 34 Single BSW 4 years Generic social work
SWK11 F 40 Married BSW 4 years Child and family welfare
SWK12 M 40 Married BSW 2 years Child and family welfare
SWK13 F 39 Single BSW 6 years Child and family welfare
SWK14 F 42 Married BSW 9 years Service manager
SWK15 F 47 Single BSW 7 years Child and family welfare
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nent of the household heads of the study were
between the ages of 56-70, 22 percent were be-
tween the ages of 41-55 years, 14 percent were
between the ages of 36-40 years, eight percent
were between ages of 26-35 years and four per-
cent constitutes the least number of heads of
household while the father is imprison were be-
tween ages of 21-25 years.

Marital Status of Respondents

It is clear from the findings of the study that
50 percent of the respondents were married. How-
ever, the 50 constituted traditional marriage and
marriage in the court of law followed by 44 per-
cent of single respondents and six percent (6%)
of respondent’s cohabitation.

Major Areas of the Municipality

The finding shows that respondents were
selected from three major areas of Raymond Mhla-
ba’s local Municipality, 42 percent of the respon-
dents came from Alice; 34 percent from Fort Beau-
fort and 24 percent were from the Middle drift
area.

Educational Qualification of Respondents

The finding reveals that the majority of 48
percent of respondents had completed second-
ary education, followed by 28 percent of respon-
dents who completed primary school; 16 percent
did not complete primary school. Lastly, the least
number of respondents with eight percent (8%)
had completed tertiary education. Socio-demo-
graphic characteristics were sought by social
workers. The purposes of the interviews were to
solicit information on how the incarceration had
affected families and available social work inter-
ventions to mitigate the effect. Fifteen (15) social
workers from private and public sectors took part
in the in-depth interviews. Concerning genders
of the participants, females were more than males
in the study. Their ages ranged from 25 to 54,
however, those with a dominating age were 40
years and above. While others were married some
were single. Concerning the level of education,
the majority had a bachelor’s degree while some
had a master’s degree. With regards to their level
of practice, the majority have been in to practice

for four years, and some were between two years
up to ten. Social workers who participated in the
study were from different areas of specialization
with the majority from generic social work, child
and family welfare. Few were from offender care,
criminal justice, adult diversion programs, crime
prevention, and support. The minority were ser-
vice managers.

Effect of Father’s Imprisonment on the Family

One of the objectives of the study was to
determine the effect of father’s imprisonment on
the family. Regarding the effects of the father’s
absence on the family, Table 4 shows that that 58
percent of the respondents indicated financial
constraints on the family, 10 percent were social
and behavioural problems from children. Twenty
percent of the respondents revealed loss of a
spouse, husband and father figure. Ten percent
mentioned that crimes committed by the father
caused inequality among family members, fol-
lowed by the least number of two percent were
affected by social stigma in the community and
other issues/concerns. From the qualitative re-
sults, one of the social workers had this to say
“Families with fathers imprison have entered our
offices many times to plea for financial assistance.
Most of the time it’s whereby the mother also passed
on and children are under the care of extended
family members. The social worker is to assess the
background of the family in order to intervene,
and then interact with other stakeholders at facil-
ity prison where the father is incarcerated.”

From the majority of respondents, findings
show that children display behavioural problems
during the father’s imprisonment.

Table 4: Effects of father imprisonment on the family

Effects of a father’s Frequency Percentage
absence on the
family

Financial constraint 29 58
Social and behavioural 5 10
  problems of children
Loss of a spouse, husband, 10 20
  child care, and parenting
Inequality 5 10
Social stigma and other 1 2
  problems

Total 50 100
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The respondents were therefore asked to de-
scribe the behaviours. Table 5 illustrates that 68
percent of the respondent’s views of the different
forms of negative behaviours manifested by chil-
dren within the household. Only 10 percent of
the respondents made it known that the children
had abused certain substances. This was followed
by eight percent (8%) who said children were stay-
ing out late. Furthermore, the table shows that six
percent were involved in all the anti-behaviours.
Four percent of the children committed theft
crimes, followed by the least number made up of
two percent who quit school and do not follow
house rules.

Qualitative results also revealed that the fa-
ther’s absence led to the loss of child care and
changes in the role of the remaining spouse. Fam-
ilies further argued that the longer the sentence
the more the family is separated. Social work pro-
fessional on the other had also revealed that one
of the toughest cases for offenders and their fam-
ilies is to intervene when the father is being re-
leased from prison, a 55-year-old female had to
say “I consulted social service because ever
since my son in law went to prison, my daughter
has been abusing alcohol. She is misusing the
child support grant money with other men. She
has neglected the children. I am the process of
getting custody for the children; they lived an
unfair condition for their upbringing.”

Coping Strategies Adopted in the Absence of the
Father Due to Incarceration

In the study, one of the objectives was to
identify family coping strategies adopted in the

absence of the father due to incarceration. The
coping strategies identified were household fi-
nancial support from the government, family sup-
ports and other coping mechanisms adopted by
the family in the father’s absence as reflected in
Table 6. However, before proceeding to the cop-
ing strategies, respondents were asked whether
the father in prison was providing towards the
family. The majority of the respondents (86%) in-
dicated that the father was the provider in the
family. Only 14 percent indicated that the father
was not the provider of the family.

According to Table 6, the majority of the
households (58%) received financial benefits from
the government as a source of income. Twenty-
four percent of the respondents had others sourc-
es of financial support including their own busi-
nesses, selling products. Twelve percent of the
household heads were employed part time, fol-
lowed by six percent of household heads who
were employed fulltime.

In terms of household support, respondents
were further asked to describe family support in
the household. Table 7 illustrates the responses
of the respondents. It is shown that 68 percent of

Table 5: Behavioural problems displayed by child-
ren

Type of behavioural Frequency Percentage
problems displayed
by children

Substance use 5 10
Stealing 2 4
Staying out late 4 8
Quit school 1 2
Do not obey house rules 1 2
All of the above 3 6
Others 33 66

Total 50 100

Table 6: Household financial support

Household financial Frequency Percentage
support

Head of the household is 6 12
  employed part-time
Head of the household is 3 6
  employed a full time
The family receives financial 29 58
  benefits from the government
Other sources of financial 12 24
  support

Total 50 100

Table 7: Extended family support

Source of extended Frequency Percentage
family support

Parents 34 68
Relatives 6 12
Older children 1 2
In-laws 1 2
Religious and spiritual activities 2 4
Others 6 12

Total 50 100
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family support came from parents; followed by 12
percent from relatives and others, 12 percent from
the in-laws. Finally, a small number made up of
two percent came from church members.

Other Coping Mechanisms Adopted by the
Family

Since the objective was to identify family cop-
ing strategies in adapting to absent of fatherhood
due to incarceration. The finding shows that 60
percent of the respondents had other forms of
coping strategies, followed by 26 percent of those
who consulted social work officials for psycho-
social services. Finally, 14 percent were involved
in the use of substances as a coping mechanism.
One of the social work participants mentioned
that, “Families with fathers in prison have eco-
nomic needs that are not met. When they come to
our offices they report that ever since the father
was in prison the depended on their parents fi-
nancially and they are struggling to continue
providing.”

Family’s Experience about the Fathers’
Absenteeism

Qualitative results further reveal that the ab-
sence of the father led to the family’s experience
of different reactions and emotions as they expe-
rience a very difficult situation. While others were
provided assistance and searching for help, oth-
ers resorted to substance use. They mentioned
that they thought substance use will just be a
destruction of the matter, but it was a continuous
everyday behaviour that led to abuse. One of the
35-year-old participants said, “I used substances
after my father was incarcerated and my mother
died I cannot really specifically say I do so to

make the problem disappeared. All I know that I
started then I and never stopped.”

Social Work Intervention Strategies in
Mitigating the Impact of a Father’s
Absence on the Family

For the purposes of the study, one of the ob-
jectives was to examine the social work interven-
tion strategies in mitigating the effects of a fa-
ther’s absence on the family. Respondents were
therefore asked if they have received psychoso-
cial support from social workers and the signifi-
cance of the role of social work interventions.
The finding shows that 44 percent of respon-
dents received food parcels from social workers
followed by 18 percent of those who said there
were referred to other stakeholders, and social
grant relief. Twelve percent indicated other mech-
anisms of mitigating the effect of absence father
on the family while eight percent maintained that
they received social grants from the South Afri-
can Social Security Agency (SASSA) through the
department of social development.

Qualitative results through interviews with
families and social workers revealed that the ma-
jority of the participants, through interacting with
government stakeholders such as social workers
in private and public sectors, were entitled to an
assessment, counselling, family conferencing,
links, and referrals, including offender re-integra-
tion forms of psychosocial support interventions.
However, there were those family interviewees
who revealed that they were not entitled to these
forms of services because of a lack of knowledge
and awareness. Findings further reveal that ser-
vices were received by families consulted by the
social work officials through interacting with
stakeholders with regards to interventions pro-
vided to offenders in prison.

Assessment

Concerning assessment, it emerged from the
majority of participants during the interviews that
one of the services provided by social workers
was to assess the family coping circumstances
while the father is in prison. The majority of the
participants who were fortunate to receive the
services indicated that the importance of support
for families of father imprisons cannot be over-

Table 7: Extended family support

Source of extended Frequency Percentage
family support

Parents 34 68
Relatives 6 12
Older children 1 2
In-laws 1 2
Religious and spiritual activities 2 4
Others 6 12

Total 50 100
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emphasised for families. One of the participants
said:

Even though the process takes time to be
completed, I would definitely agree that if it was
not for social workers, I would still be worried
about my grandchildren’s unhealthy living con-
ditions with their mother. (FAM15)

The view was also echoed by another partic-
ipant who said the following:

There is a program called non-custodial im-
prisonment whereby as social workers, we as-
sess if the father was the provider of the family
and whether or not he committed a less serious
crime. Because of the family background, the
father is allowed to serve the sentence outside
prison, but for serious offences, we find measures
in order to assist the family members left behind.
(SWK4)

Family and Individual Counselling

From the majority of the findings concerning
counselling services for families, most felt that this
is what they all deserve after the emotional state
they went through. Participants who were not en-
titled to such services felt the need for counselling
services provided by social workers. One of the
participants expressed herself as follows:

I believe that counselling is what I needed
after my father’s incarceration. Social work con-
sultations assisted my life for the better. (FAM10)

One of the participants who was not entitled
to social services said:

My family needs counselling at this present
moment because the father in prison is a family
member, and the victim is also a family member.
We love both of these people and cannot do any-
thing on our own. We are experiencing what we
call a family breakdown. (FAM11)

One of the social worker’s interviewee also
revealed that:

Counselling is one of our support programs
for families of imprisoned fathers through incar-
cerated offenders. As we deal with offenders, we
implement a holistic approach and a systems ap-
proach; we recognise the dysfunction of a miss-
ing family member who is used to be there. (SWK6)

Family Conferencing

According to the findings, participants who
were interviewed revealed great concerns for a

family breakdown among families of imprisoned
fathers. Findings revealed that an overwhelming
majority of cases dealt with regarded to family
breakdown after father imprisonment. Participants
who did not have access to such services remarked
on how attention is needed among their own fam-
ilies with regards to social services. One of them
remarked below:

We are no longer interacting with our ex-
tended family members ever since my father’s
imprisonment. (FAM3)

Also concerning family conferencing, one
social worker mentioned that:

Our programs are family strengthening pro-
grams. We have provided family conferencing
for many families impacted by fathers’ imprison-
ment to strengthen the family left behind. We en-
sured that these families find strength behind
their situation in order to carry on with life as
fully functioning families. (SWK11).

Stakeholders’ Interaction

The study findings also show the services
provided by stakeholders interacting. However,
participants revealed dissatisfaction with regards
to these services, saying that there is more that is
needed to be done with regards to the accessibil-
ity of services to participants of imprisoned fa-
thers. Concerning the interaction of stakehold-
ers, some of the social workers had this to say:

As social workers working at the Depart-
ment of Social Development, we also interact
with other social workers working in prison with
regards to the permanent placement of children
of a father that went to prison and the mother
who passed away. (SWK7)

Since we provide a holistic approach when
working with families, we also take into consid-
eration the need to involve other stakeholders
for support concerning a presentable problem.
However, we are still concerned about the lack
of resources provided by the government in or-
der for all people to have access to services.
(SWK2)

The South African government must develop
policies to assist families of imprisoned fathers.
Furthermore, the capacity of social workers to
work even closer to the rural area must be im-
proved. There is still more to be done for dys-
functional families. (SWK3)
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Links and Referrals

Among participants who were interviewed,
findings indicate that the majority were happy
and satisfied with the services they have received
from social workers with regards to links and re-
ferrals. Findings further show links and referrals
were for families to receive financial benefits from
the government because of their economic finan-
cial circumstances due to the father’s incarcera-
tion. One of the family participants said:

My children were not receiving the child
support grant because their father was working
for the government, but I have been told that he
will no longer receive the money, and I was re-
ferred by social workers to apply for a child sup-
port grant. (FAM1)

Some of the interviewed social workers had
this to say:

The majority of cases reported to our offices
are concerning financial assistance; we, there-
fore, link and refer clients to other offices. In
most cases, we have provided families with fos-
ter care, child support grant, and other emer-
gency social grants. (SWK12)

We refer most of the cases of families with im-
prisoned fathers to other social service practitio-
ners such as psychologists and social security
offices for more assistance. However, it depends
on the client’s presenting problem. (SWK13)

Offender Re-integration

Concerning social work interventions, the
majority of the results from the interviewed par-
ticipants show that offender re-integration was
the main intervention that assisted the majority
of families affected by father imprisonment. Par-
ticipants who were fortunate to have access to
social services believed in their minds that this
was the only measure taken by social work offi-
cials providing services for families with fathers
in prison.

I have heard that some of the families have
been visited by social workers in their houses
after the father’s imprisonment. I am also still
waiting up until today. I also know that they
have been to my husband’s victim’s house but
not my house. (FAM12)

A concerned participant mentioned that:
In South Africa, it’s mostly the Department of

Correctional Services that deals with families of
imprisoned fathers after the sentencing of the
offence. I would recommend that the government
should not only focus on this process. The court
should also consider the circumstance of all the
families left behind to be provided social service
without even the need to consult the offender
first. (SWK5)

Based on the knowledge of families of impris-
oned fathers have on social work services, re-
spondents were then asked to measure if the role
of social work services eased the impact of father
imprisonment. The results are shown in Table 8. It
is revealed that 64 percent of the respondents
strongly agreed, followed by 24 percent agreed, 10
percent disagree and, finally, two percent were not
sure about services provided by social workers.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this paper are corroborated
by the study of Hairston (2015) who stated that a
prisoner’s family relationship and social networks
outside prison are emerging as a major correction
and social service issue. More so there is a little
knowledge or understanding of prisoner’s family
characteristics or relationship and there is a need
for the development of policy and programs to-
wards family ties during parent imprisonment.

This is also upheld by recent results by
McGillivray (2016: 3)  review paper on the progress
towards increasing awareness and support of
Prisoners’ Families found that prison populations
have drastically increased in many countries over
recent years, and as a consequence, so too the
number of families and children affected by im-
prisonment. Families often suffer multiple hard-
ships as a result of a family member being sent to
prison. In addition to the direct fragmentary im-

Table 8: The extent of the role of social work inter-
ventions in easing the impact of father absent

Family members Frequency Percentage

Strongly agree 32 64
Agree 12 24
Disagree 5 10
Others 1 2

Total 50 100
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pact of imprisonment, there are numerous other
dire implications for families where one of their
members is sent to prison, including emotional
problems; financial hardship; housing issues;
harm to children; loneliness; social stigma; and
practical difficulties of separation (McGillivray
2016). Losel (2012: 7), on risk and protective fac-
tors in the resettlement of imprisoned father with
their family revealed that studies on the experi-
ences of prisoners’ families have only recently
begun to accumulate. This was found to be due
to challenges in identifying and accessing pris-
oners and their families for research, as well as
social and cultural perceptions about what is ac-
ceptable and not to the public. Thus the study
concluded that a stronger focus on prisoners and
their families is important for several reasons. The
conclusion was made on bases that, parental im-
prisonment may disrupt existing marital and fam-
ily relationships and have negative outcomes for
children (Mills and Codd 2008; Savolainen 2009).
The findings in this study are also supported by
a study done by (Ofori-Dua et al. 2015) who found
that prison population has increased rapidly in
the last three decades’ with ten people worldwide
incarcerated. This extraordinary increase in the
number of individuals incarcerated has caused
tremendous implications for the state and nation-
al governments dealing with global decline and
range of economic, social and political challeng-
es. He further speculates that with these chal-
lenges globally human beings do not live isola-
tion. They live in an array of interdependent rela-
tionships and networking. Thus, incarceration
affects the individual’s concerned, their families
and other close associates who are seen as pas-
sive victims (Ofori-Dua et al. 2015).

This study was guided by the resilience the-
ory. The resilience theory is a strength-based the-
ory in social work which is used as an effective
method for social work practice in risk popula-
tions, in particular, through the identification of
risk and protective factors (Powell 2014). The the-
ory places emphasis on the individual and his or
her response to the environment, whether suc-
cessful or unsuccessful, being greatly influenced
by a host of risk and protective factors (Powell
2014). This theory is based on the definition of
resilience, which means the capacity to adapt and
rebound from crisis and adversity (Walsh 1996).
In relation to this study, findings show that the

majority of families and children, because of fa-
ther absence due to imprisonment, face immense
challenges and social problems that require de-
velopmental, preventative and restorative social
work interventions in order to be fully function-
ing resilient individuals. This means that families
of imprisoned fathers are going through adversi-
ties and seek services to meet their needs as at-
risk populations. According to van Breda (2018:
4), Resilience theory consists of three connected
components, which are adversity, outcome and
mediating factors. He best describes resilience as
a process and an outcome (van Breda 2018). In the
light of both quantitative and qualitative findings,
the father’s absence has created negative chang-
es among the family and the father. It was found
that spouses and partners had difficulty in main-
taining relationships with the fathers in prison.

This study found family coping strategies
adopted in the absent of the father due to incar-
ceration. The findings revealed that some of the
families resorted to informal support from par-
ents to cope with the father’s absence. The evi-
dence provided by this study confirms what oth-
er researchers have found such as a study by
Moos and Billings (1982) who found that during
difficult times or times of transitions, individuals
rely on a variety of coping mechanisms and sup-
port systems to deal with increased pressure and
anxiety from looking within one’s spirituality to
turning outward to family, friends, or support
groups such as one’s church. Although the White
Paper provides the policy framework for welfare
in South Africa to incorporate a developmental
focus, the implementation of this is found to be a
huge challenge given the agenda for the new de-
mocracy (Lombard 2007). Both qualitative and
quantitative findings identified father imprison-
ment as a social problem and as a challenge in the
lives of many people in South Africa. The devel-
opmental social work service intended to prevent
problems by empowering the social functioning
of beneficiaries through empowering programmes.

Recent studies on resilience bring an emerg-
ing understanding of the relationship between
the individual’s interaction with the social and
psychological ecologies that make resilience more
likely. The likelihood that the interactions will pro-
mote well-being under adversity depends on the
meaningfulness of these opportunities and the
qualities of resources provided (Unger 2012). The
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findings from the study show that social workers
are currently playing and could still play an ac-
tive role in improving the resilience of the families
of imprisoned fathers. However, the study re-
vealed that there is more that is needed to be
done on this issue. It is said that intervention and
its intensity, more than the individual’s trait moti-
vations, accounts for variation in the outcome of
adversity. It is said that intervention interacts with
risk factors at present to produce a change in
most risk populations (Unger 2012).

CONCLUSION

This study identified and analysed the effect
of father’s imprisonment on the family and social
work interventions to mitigate the effect in South
Africa. The study, therefore, concludes that infor-
mation regarding this phenomenon is out there
but still minimal especially in rural areas.  Also, it
revealed that many people have been exposed to
the negative effect of father’s absence because of
imprisonment and they have resorted to social work
services, however only a few were well informed
about the availability of interventions to mitigate
the severity of father absence. Therefore, it can be
concluded that people in South Africa need knowl-
edge, awareness, and resources with regards to
the effect of father absence and social service
interventions. Furthermore, there is more work
that needs to be done on this topic. Even though
this study was not able to generalise the entire
South African families of imprisoned fathers,
Women and children of imprisoned fathers are
one of the vulnerably and marginalise population
and they need social work service. Policy makers
should consider the needs of families of impris-
oned fathers so that they can be strengthened
and resilient individuals. Social workers need to
be equipped with more resources, including train-
ing to practice the developmental approach to
social welfare. There is also a need for more fo-
cused attention on specific programmes to
strengthen vulnerable families. If service provid-
ers are to provide the most appropriate and effec-
tive treatment methods the focus of services pro-
viders in Raymond Mhlaba Local Municipality
must be a developmental approach to social wel-
fare principles.

Implications for Social Work Practice and
Policy

The study findings on this area call for fur-
ther development in social work practice on fam-
ilies of imprisoned fathers. The study also recom-
mends policy makers to consider the needs of
families affected by fathers’ imprisonment to en-
able social workers to practice the developmental
approaches on social welfare. On the basis of the
findings and conclusion of the study, implica-
tions on social work practice and policy are dis-
cussed below.

Implications for Social Work Practice

Social work professionals are attempting to
alleviate incarceration’s effect on families. The
interventions by social workers provided appear
to have positive effects on families. However,
service providers face the challenge of identify-
ing this population because of a lack of resourc-
es. This makes an indication of a strong need for
evidenced-based interventions employed by so-
cial workers, and the social work practice area on
this phenomenon calls for further development.
Researchers have determined the impact on the
family, and according to findings, this study
shows a need for the establishment of more treat-
ment models being analogous to professionals
diversifying interventions for dysfunctional fam-
ilies. The focus mainly on the current interven-
tions provided is on generalist approaches where-
by service providers have identified interventions
that address unique issues; more focused atten-
tion on specific programmes is needed. If service
providers are to provide the most appropriate and
effective treatment methods, the focus of the ser-
vices provided must be on the developmental
approach to social welfare principles.

The Implication of the Findings to Social Work
Policy

As social reformers, social workers are com-
mitted to working with the marginalised and the
poor. They confront the root cause of the prob-
lem, modify societal structures and engage in
advocating policy and legislative changes that
will improve environmental conditions and cre-
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ate opportunities. Social welfare in South Africa
is committed to delivering services towards de-
velopmental approaches. It strives to achieve this
social goal by collaborating with individuals, or-
ganisations in civil society and private organisa-
tions. Accordingly, this study recommends that
policy makers should consider disadvantaged
families of imprisoned fathers and investigate the
role played by social work interventions to miti-
gate the adversity in South Africa. They should
also enable other social service stakeholders to
participants and offer assistance towards the al-
leviation of the dysfunction.

There should be further investigations by the
policy makers on the role played by the govern-
ment in providing resources towards social work
services provided for dysfunctional families with
imprisoned fathers. The Constitution of the Re-
public of South Africa (1996) recognises the right
of the child to family care or parental care or to
appropriate parental care when removed from the
family. Accordingly, it has been found that chil-
dren from families of imprisoned fathers suffer
long lasting damage and sometimes lose both
parents due to their father’s imprisonment. Social
work policies should recognise and support the
right to care and parenting of children of impris-
oned fathers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Base on the result of the findings of this pa-
per below are the recommendations that will help
families with negative impact because of fathers
in prison.

Serious social service legislative laws and
programs based on mitigation of the impact
of father absence in South Africa should be
established.
Social workers,  police and the criminal jus-
tice system of South Africa should work to-
gether in order to provide more sufficient ser-
vices to better the lives of the imprisoned
father’s families left behind.
More awareness campaigns in rural areas by
social services professionals are needed so
as educate people about the availability of
social services to mitigate the impact of fa-
ther’s imprisonment.
The government should take into consider-
ation the matter of lack of resources to pro-

vide social services for dysfunctional trou-
bled families and children.
South Africa has good instruments (White
Paper for Social Welfare 1997; White Paper
on the Family 2013 amongst others), but im-
plementation is rudimentary.
Most social workers offer residual services
rather than implementing the developmental
social welfare approach because of a lack of
capacity and skills/knowledge.
Despite the adversities, families are still cop-
ing (resilience).
There is a compelling need for implementing
policies that will enable dysfunctional fami-
lies with fathers to imprison to access ade-
quate psychosocial support services.
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