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“Freedom is meaningless if people cannot put food in their stomachs, if they can have no shelter, 

if illiteracy and disease continue to dog them.” – Nelson Mandela from an interview, Circa 1994.  

Nelson Mandela: 1918- 2013.  
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Abstract 

The first Millennium Development Goal on the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger is an 

acknowledgement that poverty and food shortages exist in many countries. A report by the Food 

and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) in 2008 indicates that there was an increase in the number 

of people who were subject to “chronic hunger” internationally between the years 1990 to 2007 

(du Toit, 2011, p.1). The South African Constitution, 1996, highlights in section 27 that every 

citizen has the right to food, water and social assistance. However, there are still people who 

experience food shortages in their households even though the government provides social relief 

of distress to needy households. The aim of the study was to explore the perceptions of social 

workers at the Department of Social Development (DSD), Johannesburg Metropolitan area, 

about the use of social relief of distress as an effective strategy to reduce food insecurity. The 

study was qualitative and exploratory in nature. A sample consisting of 8 participants and 2 key 

informants was selected using non-probability purposive sampling. The data was collected using 

face to face semi-structured interviews. With the permission of the participants, a tape recorder 

was used to capture the interviews. The collected data was analysed using thematic content 

analysis. The study revealed that the link between social relief of distress and the reduction of 

food insecurity is that social relief of distress reduces the vulnerability of poor households to 

food insecurity.  Some of the views in the study revealed that the social relief of distress is 

effective in addressing food shortages while others questioned the sustainability of the 

programme. Furthermore, the study also revealed that the lack of partnerships between different 

state departments poses as a challenge. It is envisaged that the findings of the study will make a 

contribution to knowledge on social assistance and specifically how social relief of distress can 

effectively contribute towards the reduction of food insecurity. It is also hoped that the 

recommendations that emerged from the study will also be useful in guiding the policy makers 

when reviewing the social relief of distress programme.  

 

Keywords: social relief of distress; effective; food insecurity; perceptions; social workers; 

Department of Social Development.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Chapter Overview 

This chapter introduces the study and covers the following: an overview of the statement of the 

problem, the theoretical framework, research questions, the aim and objectives of the study, a 

brief research design and methodology, definition of terms, the limitations of the study and also 

the organisation of the report.   

1.2 Introduction  

Hart (2009) highlights that the high food prices in South Africa may have a negative impact on 

poor households, which may lead to food insecurity. He further adds that the ability of a 

household to remain food secure is dependent on the household’s ability to devise strategies that 

will ensure that resources are available. However, the ability to secure resources can arguably be 

said to be determined by socio-economic factors. Bonti-Ankomah (2001) argues that socio-

economic factors play an important role in determining food security or insecurity thereof. These 

socio-economic factors refer to issues such as poverty, employment rate, fuel and food prices. It 

is indeed evident that the South African economy is unstable and the fuel prices keep increasing. 

This in turn affects the food prices and one can only imagine the impact that this has on poor 

households and those who are unemployed for instance.  Food insecurity is not only a problem in 

South Africa, but it is a worldwide problem. Webb, Coates, Frangillo, Rogers, Swindale and 

Bilinsky (2006) also argue that food insecurity is indeed a daily reality to many people all around 

the world.  

According to du Toit (2011), the South African government reprioritised food security as one of 

the top priorities in the 2010/2011 financial year. The social relief of distress is one mechanism 

that the state is using to ensure food security. Thus, the study explored the perceptions of social 

workers about the use of social relief of distress programme to reduce food insecurity. 
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1.3 Statement of the problem and rationale for the study 

It is stated that “roughly 15 per cent of humanity (over one billion people) is considered hungry 

or malnourished, especially women” (McMichael & Schneider, 20111, p. 119). The second 

Millennium Development Goal on the eradication of poverty and hunger is one attempt to 

address the issue of hunger¸ poverty and food insecurity globally. Rosegrant and Cline (2003, p. 

1917) highlight that “the ability of agriculture to support growing populations has been a concern 

for generations and continues to be on the high on the global policy agenda”. This points out that 

not only is agriculture regarded as an important source of food supply around the world but that 

it is also an important source of sustenance.  Hart (2009) points out that food insecurity 

particularly in Southern Africa is a result of the global food price increases that occurred 

between the period 2006 and 2008. This period was characterised by household food shortages 

and thus making people dependent on the state for assistance.  

The poverty profile of South Africa of 2012 by Statistics South Africa highlight that 26,3% of 

the population was living below the poverty line between 2008 and 2009 (Statistics South Africa, 

2012a). Altman, Hart and Jacobs (2009) also highlight that South Africa as a country is food 

secure but this however is not what is happening at the household level as many are food 

insecure.  

The Department of Social Development and the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) 

are involved in rendering social security services designed to address poverty and food insecurity 

(Patel, 2005). Social grants and the social relief of distress are examples of these services. Social 

relief of distress is a form of social assistance that is aimed at assisting needy individuals and 

households by providing access to food by means of a food voucher, food parcel or cash-in-kind. 

Thus it can be said to be a mechanisms that is used to address food insecurity to individuals and 

households in need. It is provided for a period of three months but it can however be extended to 

six months depending on the circumstances and need of the particular individual and/or 

household (International Labour Organizations, 2011, p.7). In addition to addressing food 

insecurity, the social relief of distress also addresses the target of the first Millennium 

Development Goal which it to halve poverty by 2015 by providing food to those in need.  
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Triegaardt (2002) highlights that many of the poor households in South Africa rely on the state 

social grants as a means of income for their daily sustenance and these households are mostly 

African and women headed households. There are also people who still experience food 

shortages in their households even though the government provides social relief of distress to 

needy households. The short term nature of this assistance compromises its effectiveness as a 

sustainable strategy for reducing food insecurity. This can be attributed to resource limitations on 

the part of both the Department of Social Development and SASSA.  

 

It is envisaged that the findings of the study will make a contribution to knowledge on social 

assistance and specifically how social relief of distress can effectively contribute towards the 

reduction of food insecurity. It is also hoped that the recommendations that emerged from the 

study will also be useful in guiding policy makers when reviewing the social relief of distress 

program.  

 

1.4 Theoretical framework for the study 

The study was informed by the social development approach. Social development can be defined 

as “a process of planned social change designed to promote the well-being of the population as a 

whole in conjunction with a dynamic process of economic development” (Midgley, 1995, p.25). 

Social development is a method of social welfare which is aimed at addressing social deficits in 

people’s lives and the larger society. Triegaardt (2002, p.329) highlights the objective of social 

welfare, which is “to promote the well-being of individuals, families and communities”. Thus, as 

a social welfare approach, it can be agreed that the objective of social development is to enhance 

the quality of life of individuals, families and society as a whole.    

Social development also seeks to bring about socio-economic changes through the provision of 

social services, including social security. The ultimate aim of social development is to improve 

the quality of life of all people (Midgley, 1995). In this regard, social assistance is one of the 

strategies used to realise the objectives of social development. Thus social development 
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approach was relevant for this study as the provision of social relief of distress is aimed at 

improving food security and thus improving the standard of living and wellbeing of the people.  

1.5 Research question 

Is the provision of social relief of distress an effective strategy in reducing food insecurity? 

1.6 Primary aim 

The aim of the study was to explore the perceptions of social workers at the Department of 

Social Development about the effectiveness of providing social relief of distress in reducing food 

insecurity.  

1.7 Objectives 

The objectives of the study were as follows:  

 To explore the views of social workers about the link between social relief of distress and 

the reduction of food insecurity.  

 To establish the views of social workers on the perceived impact of the social relief of 

distress programme in improving access to food.   

 To investigate challenges that are encountered in the provision of social relief of distress 

as a strategy in reducing food insecurity.  

 

1.8 Brief overview of research design and methodology 

The study adopted a qualitative approach and it was exploratory in nature. The study population 

consisted of social workers employed by the Department of Social Development and key 

informants employed by SASSA. A sample consisting of 8 participants and 2 key informants 

was selected using non-probability purposive sampling. A semi-structured interview schedule 

with open ended questions was used to collect data with the participants. With the consent of the 

participants, a tape recorder was used to record the interviews. The collected data was analysed 

using thematic content analysis. 
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1.9 Definition of key concepts 

 

Food security 

Food security can be defined as a state in which “people, at all times, have physical, social and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life” (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2003, p.29). 

Food availability, sufficiency, accessibility at all times and the ability to meet one’s dietary 

preferences are the main characteristics of food security.  

 

Household food security 

Bonti-Ankomah (2001, p.2) defines household food security as “access by all households at all 

times to adequate safe and nutritious food for a healthy and productive life”. This implies that for 

households to be declared food secure, all the members residing in that household should have 

access to healthy food at all times.  

 

Food insecurity  

Food insecurity refers to “a limited access to food, as well as a limited ability to secure adequate 

food” (United States Department of Agriculture, cited in Labadarios, Davids, Mchiza & Weir-

Smith, 2009, p.9). In addition to limited access to food, food insecurity also entails the inability 

to secure a source of food which is required to maintain life. Furthermore, the FAO (2003, p.29) 

highlights that “food insecurity exists when people do not have adequate physical, social or 

economic access to food …”. Therefore, one can be said to be food insecure when they are 

unable to get healthy food on a daily basis.  

 

Social relief of distress 

Social relief of distress is defined as “a temporary provision of assistance intended for persons in 

such dire material need that they are unable to meet their families’ most dire needs” (Department 

of Social Development, 2010, p. 2). 
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1.11 Organisation of report 

Chapter one introduced the research study by outlining the statement of the problem and its 

rationale. It also highlighted the research question, the study aim and objectives, the theoretical 

framework and provided a brief overview of the research design and methodology. It also 

provided definitions of some of the key concepts of the study.  

Chapter two will focus on the literature review while chapter three discusses the methodology of 

the study. Chapter four will provide a presentation and analysis of findings and lastly, chapter 

five will present the summary of main findings, conclusion and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter reviews literature on food security food, food insecurity and social assistance in 

South Africa. It begins by providing both the global and the South African contexts. Issues of 

poverty, unemployment and inequality in South Africa are also highlighted.  It further provides 

the definition of food security and food insecurity, including the factors associated with food 

insecurity and the implications thereof. It goes on to discuss the South African social security 

system, and in particular looking at the Social Relief of Distress programme. It also highlights 

the impact of the Social Relief of Distress in ensuring food security.  

 

2.2 Conceptualisation of food security policy from a global context 

The first of the eight Millennium Development Goals is to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

(United Nations, 2000). Du Toit (2011, p.1) draws attention to the Food and Agricultural 

Organisation (FAO) Report of 2008 which indicates that there was an increase in the number of 

people who were subject to “chronic hunger” internationally between the years 1990 to 2007. 

This indicates that poverty and hunger are global issues.  

The Department of Agriculture (2002) highlights that South Africa’s food security policy is not 

only located within the national context but it is also located within the regional and international 

contexts. At the regional level, South Africa is part of the South African Development 

Community (SADC) countries which have a commitment to working together to achieve 

regional food security by targeting the national, household and individual levels. On the 

international level, South Africa has taken a pledge to support the World Summit Plan of Action 

which was part of the Rome Declaration on Food Security in 1996. Furthermore, South Africa 

has committed itself to “creating an enabling political, social and economic environment and to 

implementing policies to eradicate poverty” (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002, p. 
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12). However, of concern is the fact that regardless of the constitutional provisions, there are still 

many South African citizens that experience social exclusion, poverty, unemployment and food 

insecurity in their everyday lives.    

 

2.3 Overview of the South African food security context 

As a democratic country, South Africa has a number of legislations that have been put in place to 

ensure that the rights of the citizens are not infringed upon and also as a means of ensuring that 

the government exercises its role of looking after its people. This is exercised through the 

creation of social policies for example. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996), 

the White Paper for Social Welfare of 1997, the Social Assistance Act (2004) and the South 

African Social Security Agency Act (2004) make up the main legislative instruments that are 

used to guide and regulate the provision of social security services in particular (Frye, 2008).  

 

The right to access food in particular is enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa. This is highlighted in section 27 (1) (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, 

p. 13), where it is noted that “everyone has the right to health care, food, water and social 

security; … including, if they are unable to support themselves and their dependents, social 

assistance”.  This means that social assistance, which is a form of social security, is a 

fundamental human right and every individual is eligible for such service if they are deemed 

unable to provide for themselves and their family. Thus, South Africa as a democratic state has 

an obligation to provide food to its citizens. This obligation can be met through legislations and 

policies that ensure that all citizens are enabled to meet their basic food needs. The provision of 

grants for example is another social policy measure that is used to realise this right (Department 

of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002). Furthermore, this obligation is also in alignment with the 

first Millennium Developmental Goal’s target which is to halve poverty by 2015 (Jacobs, 2009). 

Therefore, evidently, providing sufficient food to its citizens is one of the priorities of the South 

African government.  
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The Department of Social Development together with its implementing agency, the South 

African Social Services Agency (SASSA), are highly involved with the provision and 

distribution of social security services. There are about 4 million unemployed citizens in South 

Africa, which make up an unemployment rate of 25.2% (Department of Social Development, 

2010, p. 3). This reveals that there is high unemployment rate in the country. The International 

Labour Organization (2011) point out that South Africa is a country with one of the highest 

levels of income inequality. In addition, unemployment and poverty are higher among black 

people, and more especially women. Labadarios et al. (2009) highlight that many South 

Africans, mainly the Indians, Coloureds and Blacks were denied political rights and also 

excluded from participating in economic activity and this resulted in social exclusion. However, 

although the country has attained freedom, there are still groups of the South African population 

that are still marginalized and socially excluded. Thus, it can be said that although the country 

has attained political freedom, social and economic freedom is still elusive. Triegaardt (2002) 

argues that the elimination of apartheid did not do away with the inequalities that existed. She 

further highlights that poverty is in fact still widespread regardless of the country having had 

acquired political and economic freedom. This again speaks of the fact that the country still has a 

long way to go before it can achieve economic freedom for all as expected from a democratic 

state.  

 

Like many other countries in the Southern African region, South Africa was affected by the 

global increase in food and fuel prices that occurred between the periods of 2006 and 2008 as 

already highlighted. This, according to Hart (2009), is what led to the current food insecurity 

situation in which many households are experiencing food crisis. This food crisis is characterised 

by food shortages which leave households and individuals vulnerable. According to the 

International Labour Organization (2011), the government increased the money distributed to the 

Social Relief of Distress programme from R13.6 million in November of 2008 to R57.2 million 

in January of 2009 following the recession that occurred at that time. This was a means of 

addressing the food shortages and thus doing away with food insecurity and poverty.  
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Ostergaard (1992) highlights that most people in households headed by women are amongst the 

poorest in third world countries. Female-headed households do not only have to deal with the 

issue of being amongst the poor but they also face the challenge of being excluded by social 

structures to enter into the work force (Hendriks, 2002). This however does not apply to all 

societies as most women are slowly entering into the work industry. It goes without saying that a 

considerable majority of women still face this problem of being unequally treated in societies. 

Triegaardt (2002) also supports this observation by saying that the poor African households that 

are mostly found in rural areas are indeed headed by women with children. She adds that these 

households are mainly dependent on social grants and remittances as a source of income.  

 

Statistics South Africa (2003) revealed that about 35% of the total population of South Africa is 

vulnerable to food insecurity and that women, children and the elderly were the most vulnerable 

groups. This shows that food security and insecurity thereof have some gendered dimension to it. 

This draws attention to the fact that men and women are not equally vulnerable to food 

insecurity. However, Altman, Hart and Jacobs (2009) point out that there are gaps in relation to 

the gendered dimension of household food insecurity, thus there is limited understanding on 

gender relations and household food insecurity. Despite this, it is acknowledged that women 

indeed do play a major role in ensuring household food security along with other responsibilities.  

 

2.4 Poverty, Unemployment and Inequality 

Frye (2008) notes that poverty, unemployment and inequality in South Africa have significantly 

increased. She adds that the HIV/AIDS pandemic increase the burden among vulnerable 

households and “threaten household disintegration and the demise of any forms of coping or 

survival strategies that had been employed before” (Frye, 2008, p. 12). These are some of the 

main issues that affect the South African population on a daily basis. Statistics South Africa 

(2012a, p.5) highlights that “during the period September 2008 to August 2009, approximately 

26.3% of the population was living below the food poverty line (R305), while roughly 38.9% 

and 52.3% were living below the lower-bound poverty line (R416) and the upper-bound poverty 
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line (R577) respectively”. This supports the point that South Africa has increasing levels of mass 

poverty (Potgieter, 1998).  

 

According to The Presidency (2008, cited in Van der Berg & Siebrits, 2010), poverty in South 

Africa is mainly caused by unemployment and/or the absence of earned income. Finn, 

Liebbrandt and Wegner (2011) add that the high level of poverty in South Africa is sustained by 

unemployment, in particularly, unemployment amongst the youth.  Thus, it is highlighted that as 

a means of addressing this problem, more economic opportunities should be created to enhance 

self-reliance amongst those who are currently unemployed (The Presidency, 2008, p.16, cited in 

Van der Berg & Siebrits, 2010).  

Van der Berg and Siebrits (2010) further add that employment growth since post 1994 has not 

been adequate to reduce unemployment and poverty. Poverty and inequality continue to be 

influenced by the disparities in distribution (Finn et al., 2011). The Committee of Inquiry into a 

Comprehensive System of Social Security (2002, p.25) also adds that poverty and inequality are 

entrenched in the labour market, “in part in low wages, and in part in very high rates of 

unemployment”. This shows that there is an interrelationship between poverty, unemployment 

and inequality. Although the connection is not a direct one and it is not clear as to which one 

leads to the other, it can be acknowledged that there is a connection between these three aspects.       

 

2.4.1 Poverty  

There is no single, agreed upon definition of poverty across the world. South Africa is no 

exception as it also has no universal definition. Regardless of this, poverty is said to be “a key 

development problem in social, economic and political terms” (Statistics South Africa, 2012a, 

p.3). This indicates that poverty has an impact on the social, economic and political levels. 

According to Frye (2008, p.14), poverty is “multifaceted, reflecting unmet needs and exclusions 

across complex and often mutually reinforcing dimensions”. The report of the Committee of 

Inquiry into a comprehensive social security system (2002) raised that poverty can be defined in 

either absolute or relative terms. However, a broad definition of poverty would entail defining it 
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as “the inability of individuals, households or entire communities to command sufficient 

resources to satisfy a socially acceptable minimum standard of living” (Committee of Inquiry 

into a Comprehensive System of Social Security, 2002, p.15). Thus, the understanding of poverty 

comes down to the acknowledgement of the inability of individuals, families and communities to 

maintain a standard of living on a daily basis. This does not necessarily speak of the material 

aspects but more specifically addressing the basic human needs such as food.  

South Africa is one of the countries were poverty has reached its peak (Frye, 2008). Labadarios 

et al. (2009) reveal that about 57% of the South Africa population are living below the poverty 

line. This is a large proportion of the population. Finn, et al. (2011) highlight that the black 

African population makes up 90 % of the poor people in South Africa due to the high number of 

the African black people, followed by the coloured people. They further add that although the 

Black African poverty seems to be declining with the national poverty lines, this is not the case 

for the coloured population. This means that the levels are high and needs to be addressed as the 

masses are affected.  

 

In comparison with the wealthy households, poor households rely on government for income to 

sustain themselves as opposed to generating income from employment (Finn et al., 2011). 

According to Statistics South Africa (2012, p.54), females are more impoverished than males in 

South Africa, with a headcount of 58, 6 % as compared to 54,9 % for males. This again reveals 

the gender dimension of poverty. Frye (2008) draws attention to the troubling fact that 

unemployment is more prevalent among the youth, and the black African youths are the most 

affected by this. Yu (2013) notes that the high levels of unemployment amongst the youth 

contributes to social ills of the country and further affect the economy of the country at large. In 

addition to this, the issue of poverty leaves individuals (more especially the youth) even more 

vulnerable to social problems and “effectively trapping people and their dependants in a cycle of 

poverty” (Committee of Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security, 2002, p.16). 

From a holistic point of view, poverty can arguably be said to lead to many social ills like high 

teenage pregnancy, crime, food insecurity, etc.    
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2.4.2 Inequality and Unemployment  

Tregenna and Tsela (2008) highlight that South Africa ranks the highest in the world in terms of 

the high levels of inequality. This is so despite the fact that the country has a well-developed 

constitution that is meant to address social issues such as inequality. Inequality can be defined as 

“the unequal benefits or opportunities for individuals or groups within a society” (Committee of 

Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security, 2002, p.16). Briefly, it is about the 

unequal social and economic opportunities that individuals in society face and it can be related 

to, if not about, the issues around race, class, gender, age, etc.   

Income and earnings inequality has said to have worsened post 1994, through out to the early 

2000’s (Finn et al., 2011). Poverty within the country is linked with employment or lack thereof, 

in that it is affected by whether one receives an income and also the issue of the value of an 

income if it is received (Frye, 2008). This suggests that although the creation of employment 

opportunities would be an effective measure of addressing poverty, the jobs created should 

enable individuals to generate sufficient income to protect them and their families against the 

cycle of poverty. Doing away with contract and casual employment and creation of permanent 

employment for example can be a mechanism of addressing the issue of unstable source of 

income.     

 

Despite the fact that migration of people from rural areas into cities has contributed towards high 

levels of inequality in the urban areas, it has however done the reverse in the rural areas (Finn et 

al, 2011). This is to say that there has been a significant decrease in inequality in rural areas at 

the expense of an increase in the urban areas. This has also resulted in an increase in what 

Hagen-Zanker, Morgan and Math (2011, p.15) refer to as “urbanisation of poverty”. This trend is 

however not a recent phenomenon as people have been long moving into cities in pursuit of 

better opportunities and experiencing poverty as a result in cases where one fails to secure 

employment.   
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2.5 Food (in)security in South Africa 

2.5.1 Food security 

In order to understand and conceptualize the meaning of the term food insecurity, it is essential 

to first unlock the meaning of food security. Like many other concepts such as poverty, food 

security is also a contested concept. South Africa does not have a scale of measurement for food 

security, which makes it even harder to have an agreed upon meaning of what food security is 

(Altman et al., 2009). Nevertheless, there are some accepted definitions of food security.  

According to the FAO (2003, p. 29), food security “is said to exist when people, at all times, 

have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets 

their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”. This definition highlights 

the different elements of food security which are food availability and accessibility at all times, 

sufficient to meet the individual dietary preferences and also that it should ultimately result in a 

healthy life. This implies that not only should one have access to sufficient food, but that it 

should be food that meets their dietary requirements to enable them to live a healthy life on a 

sustainable basis.  

Bonti-Ankomah (2001, p.2) thus defines household food security as “access by all households at 

all times to adequate safe and nutritious food for a healthy and productive life”. This definition is 

inclusive of all members within a household. Thus, food security is said to exist at the individual, 

household, national, regional and global levels (Hart, 2009). As such, we do not focus on 

individuals only when assessing food security, but we go beyond this to include the households, 

the country as a whole and the rest of the world. Hendriks (2002, p.51) highlight that household 

food security is determined by “the adequacy and sustainability of livelihoods”. Again, this 

indicates that the food supply should be enough (adequate) and this should be so on a continuous 

basis (sustainable).   

It is highlighted that a household’s vulnerability to food insecurity increases when more of its 

resources are directed to food needs and leaving less for other basic needs (Bonti-Ankomah, 

2001). As such, it can be said that it is essential that households receive income on an on-going 

basis to reduce their vulnerability to food shortages.      
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South Africa has been meeting the food needs of its population for the past twenty years 

according to the National Food Security Indicators. Thus, the country is said to be food secure at 

the national level; “it produces its main staple foods, exports its surplus food, and imports what it 

needs to meet its food requirements” (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002, p.20). In 

spite of this, Altman et al. (2009) highlight that food security at the national level is often 

confused with food accessibility and availability at the household levels. Although national food 

indicators for example might reveal that the country is doing well with regards to food security, 

this does not necessarily imply that individuals and households at grassroots levels are also food 

secure. Thus, South Africa as a country is food secure but large proportions of its households are 

food insecure. Hart (2009) also corroborates this by saying that the country’s national indicator 

of food security is not a reflection of households. Simply put, what happens at the national level 

does not trickle down to the people in dire need of food security. Hendriks (2002) indicate that 

millions of South African households and individuals continue to be food insecure regardless of 

South Africa having had achieved national food security.   

Altman et al. (2009, p.7) highlight that “food security is multidimensional in nature and changes 

over time, making accurate measurement and policy targeting a challenge”. The complexity and 

nature of food security, including the lack of scale of measurement makes defining it uneasy. 

Based on what has been discussed, it is evident that there are huge disparities in the country’s 

food security indicators. Again it brings to mind the question of how a country can be nationally 

food secure yet individuals and households are food insecure.  

 

2.5.2 Food insecurity 

According to the United States Department of Agriculture (cited in Labadarios et al., 2009, p.9) 

food insecurity can be understood as “implying a limited access to food, as well as a limited 

ability to secure adequate food”. This definition highlights that not only is food insecurity about 

limited access to food but it also entails the inability to secure a source of food which is required 

to maintain life. Similarly, the FAO (2003, p.29) state that “food insecurity exists when people 

do not have adequate physical, social or economic access to food …”. These definitions 
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underline the fact that not having access or the means to secure food on a daily basis is one of the 

primary causal factors of food insecurity.   

Altman et al. (2009) note that a large proportion of hungry people are in the metropolitan areas 

and thus policies that focus on poverty, particularly targeting the rural areas will not necessarily 

reach the food insecure masses. They add that this can be accounted for by migration as many 

people are moving from the rural to the urban areas in search for better economic and 

educational opportunities as already highlighted. Van der Merwe (2011) supports this and adds 

that cities in South Africa are indeed experiencing large inflow of people from rural areas who 

seek better life opportunities. This, ultimately, result in an overflow of people in most cities.  

The increase in the rate of people migrating into cities is accompanied also by an increase in 

social problems such as high crime rates, poverty and unemployment.  According to Van der 

Merwe (2011, p.1), one of the major social and developmental challenges is “to ensure food 

security for all people in urban areas, especially inner cities”. With many people moving into the 

urban areas it means that there is population increase in cities, the competition for job 

opportunities is high and some individuals end up being unemployed due to lack of skills for 

example. Consequently, they are exposed to poverty and food insecurity as they do not have a 

stable source of income. However, on the other hand, Bonti-Ankomah (2001 p.16) maintains that 

“those most vulnerable to poverty and food insecurity are rural people and larger sized 

households and children”. This should not be taken to imply that people in urban areas are not 

vulnerable to poverty, but that they are rather considered to be less vulnerable. Nonetheless, the 

above literature shed light on the fact that there is indeed vulnerability to poverty and food 

insecurity both in the rural and urban areas that needs to be addressed.  

 

A disadvantage that most people in urban areas face as opposed to their counterparts in the rural 

areas is the lack of land where they can produce their own food. Thus, “food security in the 

urban areas is largely dependent on money, which requires one to have a stable source of income 

to ensure food security (Van der Merwe, 2011, p.2). This implies that food security in the urban 

areas is determined by stable, financial income. However, it should be noted that it might not be 

as straight forward as we would like to think for people in the rural areas to produce food 
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through agriculture as they did in the past. This, for example, is affected by issues relating to 

climate change, modernisation, etc.  

 

2.6 Factors associated with food insecurity    

Labadarios et al. (2009) also bring to light to the fact that although South Africa has made some 

political and economic advances pre 1994, the country continues to have poverty, unemployment 

and also high food and fuel prices which contribute to issues of food security or insecurity 

thereof. Food insecurity is multidimensional, meaning that it can be caused by multiple factors. 

Socio-economic factors like unemployment for instance can contribute towards food insecurity. 

Altman et al. (2009) however highlight that there is no distinct link between poverty, income and 

household food security. Nevertheless, this should not be taken to imply that there is no direct 

link between poverty, income and household food security. In fact, Bonti-Ankomah (2001) 

argues that poverty indeed has serious consequences for food security and as unemployment 

increases, it becomes hard for many households to sustain themselves as incomes are low and in 

other cases, absent. Thus, due to poverty and unemployment, many South African households 

are indeed food insecure. Overall, poverty, unemployment and food (in)security can be said to be 

interconnected. This further leaves room for the assumption that these factors do lead to food 

insecurity. Van der Merwe (2011) mentions that food prices are indeed a critical determinant of 

food security and that this is especially the case in urban areas as purchasing food is mostly the 

means of generating food in this context.  

Food security was identified as a basic human need in the Reconstruction and Development 

Programme (RDP, 1994) when outlining the strategic framework for action to achieve food 

security. The framework acknowledges that poverty and food insecurity are a legacy of the 

apartheid’s socio-economic and political order (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002). 

Be it as it may, it has been twenty years into democracy, thus relevant state departments should 

take responsibility and action and the blame should be shifted away from apartheid. This is not to 

say that we discard the fact that apartheid has contributed to social issues such as poverty and 

unemployment, but that something should be done about it instead. According to the 

International Labour Organization (2011, p.2), “poverty and unemployment remain structurally 
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inter-linked”. As a way forward, the social structures that perpetuate such issues should be 

challenged.  

 

Altman et al. (2009, p.9) highlight that South Africa is indeed encountering a food insecurity 

problem at the household level, “the prime causes of which are widespread chronic poverty and 

unemployment”. Bonti-Ankomah (2001) indicates that South Africa is also among the 

developing countries which have a bad record of poverty and inequalities. Thus, this makes it 

hard to have a clear, accurate estimate of the intensity of poverty and inequality with regards to 

food insecurity.  

Hart (2009, p.365) adds that “the country experiences both chronic poverty and chronic food 

insecurity which can be accounted for by structural inequalities and income distribution”. This is 

mainly due to the fact that many households, both in the rural and urban areas rely on purchased 

food. Thus they are highly dependent on paid employment and as indicated earlier, the country 

has a high unemployment rate. The higher the levels of unemployment are, the more the 

prevalence of poverty and household vulnerability to food insecurity.  On the other hand, Altman 

et al. (2009, p.5) highlights that “about half of households who are often or always hungry are 

eligible but do not receive grants”. This highlights that there are gaps which still need to be filled 

in pursuit of addressing food insecurity in the country.  

 

2.7 Consequences of food insecurity  

Food insecurity does not only have a negative impact on households but it also affects the 

communities, societies and the country at large. The Integrated Food Security Strategy for South 

Africa (IFSS) report highlights that food insecurity in fact affects all levels of social and 

economic life (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002). Bonti-Ankomah (2001, p.2) 

highlights that “33% of the South African population is vulnerable to food insecurity. 

Furthermore, 22% of all children under the age of nine years are stunted due to chronic 

malnutrition”. This shows that not only does food insecurity affect adults but that it has a 

negative effect on children as well. The percentages revealing vulnerability were from around the 
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period of 2000, and assuming that this has increased due to the recession that occurred in the 

years that followed, it is alarming that South Africa indeed has a food insecurity problem.  

At the national level, it is said that food insecurity can result in “social costs as diverse as high 

policing, criminal and justice expenses, and low investor confidence, and its resulting loss of 

capital investments” (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002, p. 17). This indicates that 

not only does food insecurity affect the country on its own but it also has a potential of ruining 

its image at the international level which might negatively impact on investments and funding.  

According to the General Household Food Survey (cited in Altman et al., 2009, p.11), 10.6% and 

12.2% of adults and children were “sometimes or always hungry” in 2007 while National Food 

Consumption Survey (NFCS) indicated that 52% of households were experiencing hunger in 

2005. Although the above indicators are not the same in that they have used different scales and 

levels of measurement and they were taken in different years, they both however highlight the 

existence of an escalating food crisis in the country.   

 

At the household level, food insecurity can lead to extremely high levels of health and medical 

costs, high funeral expenses and low labour productivity. Women and children are mostly 

affected by food insecurity within the households. Household food insecurity can also be linked 

to slow educational and physical development in children (Department of Agriculture, South 

Africa, 2002, p. 17). Again, indicating that the consequences are severe for children. 

Furthermore, food insecurity can result in anti-social behaviour in our societies and contribute to 

high rates of corruption and violent crimes in the country at large (Department of Agriculture, 

South Africa, 2002). On the same note, it can be summarised that food insecurity can have a 

causal effect on social problems, including educational and physical developmental issues.  

Bonti-Ankomah (2001, p.2) supports the observation that women and young children are the 

ones who usually have to bear the long term negative consequences of food insecurity as it 

affects their learning capacity and productivity in adult life. Kwashiorkor and marasmus are 

some of the well-known malnutrition related “protein- energy deficiencies” in young children 

that are also related to household food insecurity. Thus malnutrition, which is caused by lack of 

sufficient, nutritious food, is said to have negative health consequences. This shows that food 
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insecurity among these groups does not only affect their social life but that it also affects their 

lives on a long term basis, leaving them even more vulnerable to the cycle of food insecurity.   

 

2.8 Addressing food insecurity  

According to the Department of Agriculture (2002)’s report on the Integrated Food Security 

Strategy, inadequate safety nets and weak disaster management systems are some of the factors 

that hinder South Africa’s ability to achieve food security at the national level. Thus, the creation 

of policies and strategies that enable citizens to have access to food at all times is a step towards 

achieving food security not only at the national level, but also on the household and individual 

levels.  

Policy makers argue that income supplements do not always reach the intended target, which are 

children. If we take for example the Child Support Grant, there are instances where it is alleged 

that the primary care giver of the child does not use the money for the benefit of the child but 

rather for their own personal benefit. South Africa is amongst countries which utilise feeding 

schemes in schools to address malnutrition in children (Bonti-Ankomah, 2001). However, this 

strategy can be said to be lacking, or rather insufficient as it only provides food to children when 

they are in schools.  

The Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) is one of the government initiatives which are 

used to combat poverty. This programme provides short term employment, experience and 

training to unemployed people and also provides them with access to further employment 

opportunities (Van der Berg & Siebrits, 2010). The problem regarding this programme however 

is the issue of sustainability and addressing high rates of unemployment. Although individuals 

are provided with training and further linked with employment opportunities, being involved in 

the programme does not always guarantee the individual with employment at the end of the 

programme. Of most critical importance is the issue around the aspect of permanent employment 

as well. In as much as it is important for unemployed people to get employment in order to 

generate an income, it is also crucial to ensure that this source of income is secured (permanent), 

sufficient and will be on an on-going basis so as to also compliment the sustainability of the 

programme. This in the long process will address the issue of poverty and unemployment, reduce 
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the number of individuals and households who are directly and indirectly dependent on social 

grants and also empower them to be independent and not rely on state social provisions.  

It has also been suggested that the provision of land can assist in addressing the vulnerability to 

food insecurity. That is, “those who are able to work but unemployed” can be offered the 

opportunity to decrease their vulnerability to food insecurity through the provision of land since 

they are not legible to any social welfare programmes (Bonti-Ankomah, 2001, p. 14). The land 

provided can be used for agricultural cultivation which can be used both for personal sustenance 

and commercial purposes depending on how sizeable the land is.  

 

The Integrated Food Security Strategy (IFSS) was launched in 2000 and it comprises of different 

food security sub-programmes in South Africa. Its goal is to “eradicate hunger, malnutrition and 

food insecurity over 2015” (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002, p.13). Such sub-

programmes entail programmes like Primary School Nutrition Programme, the National 

Nutrition and Social Development Programme (food banks and social relief of distress 

programme for example), (Bonti-Ankomah, 2001). The IFSS was introduced as a means of 

helping to achieve the first millennium developmental goal which is to half poverty between 

2004 and 2014; “It aims to eradicate hunger and nutrition deficits among low-income 

households” (Jacobs, 2009, p. 420). This programme is aimed at addressing food insecurity and 

employing such a programme could be a way forward to eradicating poverty and hunger.  

 

Rural households, particularly large households, are said to be more vulnerable to poverty than 

small-sized households and are also said to be more vulnerable to food insecurity, thus they 

“need to be targeted for poverty alleviation strategies and nutrition programmes” (Bonti-

Ankomah, 2001, p.5). However, similar households in urban areas should not be excluded in 

such programmes. This is bearing in mind that a lot of people are migrating to the cities in 

pursuit of better opportunities. Thus, it is not always guaranteed that they will secure 

employment, which leaves them just as vulnerable as people in the rural areas.  
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Altman et al. (2009) highlight that there is indeed evidence that reveals that social grants have 

played an important role in promoting household food security. Thus, ensuring income security 

is an essential means of addressing food insecurity.   

Van der Merwe (2011) suggests that one of the means of addressing food insecurity from the 

national level is to create economic conditions that would be in the favour of those who are 

experiencing food insecurity. An example in this case would be to increase and create new 

employment opportunities as this will secure income generation. This is important as many 

households that are already food insecure do not have the resources to produce sufficient food. 

As mentioned earlier, urban residents are more reliant on income as a means of survival and 

ensuring food security for themselves and their households as they have to purchase their food. 

Thus, it cannot not be emphasised enough that stable employment is thus required for ensuring 

food security for the longer run.  

 

2.9 Social Security in South Africa 

As highlighted earlier, social security is a fundamental human right of every South African 

citizen who cannot provide for themself and their family. For the purpose of this research, social 

security will be defined as “a wide range of public and private measures that provide cash or in-

kind benefits both, first, in the event of an individual’s earning power being permanently 

ceasing, being interrupted, never developing, or being exercised only at acceptable social cost 

and when such a person is unable to avoid poverty, and secondly in order to maintain children” 

(Department of Welfare and Population Development, 1997, cited in Patel, 2005 p. 125).  

According to this definition, social security is mainly meant to address lack of income which 

might result in individuals experiencing issues like poverty and food shortage and also for the 

sustenance of the children. Van der Berg and Siebrits (2010, p. 3) add that the social security 

system “provides protection against risks of income loss due to contingencies such as old age, 

unemployment, disability, or injuries sustained at work”. In South Africa, the two main social 

security programmes are social assistance, which is means-tested, and social insurance, which is 

meant to assist employees and their families when income generation is disrupted (Triegaardt, 
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2002). It is important to note that this research was focusing only on one form of social security, 

social assistance and in particular the social relief of distress programme. 

The South African social security system is amongst the best social security systems in the world 

regardless of the fact that it is a middle income country. The social assistance aspect of the social 

security is well developed in accordance with the international standards (Van der Berg, Siebrits 

& Lekezwa, 2010). In fact, there is consensus between developed and developing countries about 

social security being significant for poverty reduction, the betterment of people’s lives and also 

in addressing the “equitable” distribution of income in society (Patel, 2005, p.122). This shows 

that social security is recognised internationally as an important mechanism for addressing social 

issues that affect people in their everyday lives. In a global ranking of national social security 

systems, South Africa was ranked 64 out of the 172 countries, with Australia deemed to have the 

most well-designed social security system in the world (Patel, 2005). Bonti-Ankomah (2001, 

p.10), indicates that the South African social security system is said to be advanced “both in 

terms of coverage against contingencies and spending ratios” compared to other developing 

countries. Furthermore, Triegaardt (2002) notably highlights that social assistance is a 

programme that is mainly responsible for poverty alleviation in South Africa. The Department of 

Social Development (2010) argues that social security does not only strive to deal with poverty 

but that it also extends social inclusion of previously marginalized groups in society. This means 

that one of the purposes of social security includes catering for the groups that are socially 

marginalized.  

 

Statistics South Africa’s 2012 General Household Survey reveals that the percentage of 

individuals that benefitted from social grants have increased from 12,1% in 2002 to 29,6% in 

2012. At the same time, the percentage of households that received at least one grant increased 

from 29, 9% to 43,6% (Statistics South Africa, 2012b, p.2). This further supports the fact that 

social security provisions play a major role in combating poverty. Overall, social welfare 

spending is the largest after health and education and it is considered as one of the three factors 

that will improve the social conditions of South Africans (Triegaardt, 2002). The Department of 

Social Development’s Overview of South Africa’s Social Security System report (2010) revealed 

that the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) was providing grants to over 15 million 
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beneficiaries and it also had the sore responsibility of ensuring that these grants were provided 

on legitimate basis. Furthermore, it was also highlighted that re-registration of grants is one of 

the mechanisms which the agency is using to address issues of fraud and corruption within the 

system. These statistics emphasise the impact and importance of the social assistance provisions 

in the lives of poor citizens in South Africa.  

Frye (2008) draws attention to the fact that although the social security system in South Africa is 

acknowledged intentionally for its broad coverage as compared to other developing countries, 

there are many South Africans who are unemployed and still living in poverty as there is no 

specific coverage for the unemployed people. The problem with this, he adds, is that there is “no 

acknowledgement of the fact that more than a third of working age people are unemployed, or 

that the majority of employed people are paid such low wages as to constitute the working poor” 

(Frye, 2008, p.12). This again calls to question the issue of the need for social security coverage 

to those who are unemployed and living in poverty, more especially the youth.  

 

2.10 Social Assistance 

The social security system consists of social assistance and social insurance, both of which are 

meant to “provide protection against risks of income loss due to various contingencies” (Van der 

Berg & Siebrits, 2010, p.14). Patel (2005, p.124) defines social assistance as “a range of benefits 

in cash or in kind intended to provide protection for the most needy in society”. One of the 

distinctive features of social assistance is that it is non-contributory and it is also means tested. 

This means that the recipients do not have to make any form of contribution towards social 

assistance as it is funded by the state and recipients are selected based on their neediness (income 

or ability to earn income therefore). Thus, not everyone is legible for social assistance.  

Social assistance can be traced back to what is called “the era of mutual responsibility” in 

Potgieter (1998, p. 16). This was during the 15th century and individuals were expected to take 

care of themselves and their families. In cases where people were deemed poor and could not 

provide for themselves, churches took upon the role to assist and provide for those who could not 

support themselves and their families. At the later stage around the 16th century, the government 

took upon the role of providing for the poor masses through taxation. Following this, private 
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philanthropic organisations also got involved and offered some aid in the name of humanity for 

the poor. Both government and private sector increasingly became involved in welfare practices 

towards the 19th century (Potgieter, 1998).    

Social assistance in South Africa is means tested and it is mainly provided to vulnerable groups 

such as children, the elderly and the disabled. Van der Berg et al. (2010) highlight that the means 

test is important and required as it ensures that the funds and benefits are targeted to the most 

deserving people in society which are the vulnerable and less privileged. The means test can be 

seen as a mechanism of ensuring that social grants are well targeted and also as a means of 

addressing issues of corruption and fraud.  

Frye (2008, p.27) highlights that the social assistance system in South Africa is the largest in the 

African continent and that “there are claims that the proportion of beneficiaries to the total 

population in South Africa is the highest in the world”. She further adds that social grants in 

particular play a significant role of providing income to individuals without employment and 

their families. This is so despite the fact that a lot of people do not want to be seen as ‘grant 

recipients’, thus dependent on the state provisions for survival (Frye, 2008). This issue can be 

related to stigmas that are associated with being a beneficiary of state social grants that go 

around in some communities. In terms of spending, the government expenditure on social grants 

has increased from R16 027 million (which is about 2.3 per cent of GDP) in 1998 to R71 161 

million (which is 31 per cent of GDP) in 2009 (Van der Berg & Siebrits, 2010, p.6). This shows 

that since the attainment of democracy, the government has been prioritising the provision of 

social security which is a basic human right.   

There is literature that corroborates the point that social grants (which are a form of social 

assistance) play a vital socio-economic role in the lives of poor South Africans. Van der Berg 

and Siebrits (2010) point out that within the past fifteen years social grants have significantly 

become the main source of income in poor households. They add that social grants contribute up 

to 50% of income in poor households. Most of such households are in the rural areas and are 

headed by the elderly. Finn, et al. (2011) highlight that the old grant in particular has been found 

to be the main source of income in poor households in rural areas. The same applies to the child 

support grant that is also provided by the government.  
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Van der Berg and Siebrits (2010) argue that although the provision of cash transfers (in the 

means of social grants) to the poor can arguably be said to be significant in the struggle against 

poverty, the effect of such depends highly on how the people use the money. This speaks about 

issues relating to how the money is spent and what it is spent on. So as much as individuals 

and/or households may be receiving a grant, its effectiveness in addressing poverty highly 

depends on the expenditure of each individual household.     

While social grants are one of the social policy mechanisms which have been influential in the 

eradication of poverty, Finn et al. (2011) point out that this has not eradicated inequality. 

Furthermore, although the National Household Surveys for the past 15 years have indicated an 

increase in household income, this has not resulted in the decline in inequality in our country. 

The opposite has in fact occurred (Finn et al., 2011). That is, the levels of inequality have 

increased in the post-apartheid years. It is evident from such findings that there are still 

disparities that need to be addressed in our country.   

 

2.10.1 Social relief of distress 

Social assistance includes the social relief of distress and social grants such as the old age 

pension, child support grant and the disability grants which will however not be the focus of this 

study. The social relief of distress compromises of food vouchers, food parcels and cash-in-kind 

which were introduced in 2002. It is provided on a monthly basis for a period of three months to 

individuals who are unable to meet the most basic needs for their families and themselves 

(International Labour Organizations, 2011, p. 7). However, the social relief of distress can be 

extended to six months under circumstances which are determined upon assessment. The people 

who are eligible for social relief of distress are the vulnerable and needy who are assessed by a 

means test. The value of the social relief of distressed is mostly based on need but does not 

exceed the value of the old age grant (Patel, 2005; Department of Social Development, 2010).  

Social relief of distress is defined as “a temporary provision of assistance intended for persons in 

such dire material need that they are unable to meet their families’ most dire needs” (Department 

of Social Development, 2010, p. 2). In Frye (2008, p.31), social relief of distress is referred to as 

a grant that is provided for a very short period in circumstances where “a person finds 
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themselves in distressed circumstances”; these distressed circumstances refer to situations such 

as “death, institutionalization or illness of a breadwinner and external disasters”. Thus from this 

it can be understood that social relief of distress is a measure or an intervention that is put in 

place during the period in which income generation is interrupted. A distinct feature that can be 

picked up from the definition about social relief of distress is that it is temporary. Also, the fact 

that it is provided to individuals who are in dire need implies that it is means tested. The 

provision of the social relief of distress may vary as per the circumstance of each individual 

and/or household. It can either be provided in the form of cash-in-kind, food parcel or a food 

voucher (International Labour Organization, 2011). The food parcels are the most common and 

well known form of the social relief of distress amongst people.  

 

There are numerous requirements that one should meet to qualify for the social relief of distress. 

However, not all of them will be highlighted as there are a number of them. The people who are 

eligible for the social relief of distress as outlined in the Social Assistance Act 13 of 2004, should 

be South Africans or permanent citizens, those who are awaiting the outcome of their grant 

application, those who are certified medically unfit to work by a medical doctor, people who 

have been affected by a disaster, those who are deemed to be having insufficient means to 

sustain themselves and they should not be receiving any grant nor maintenance. In terms of the 

value, there is no standard amount for the social relief of distress. However, the value does not 

exceed the amount of the old age grant (Government Gazette, 2008, p. 32). These highlighted 

points form part of the requirements that make up the means test.  

 

During the launch of the social relief of distress programme, the then Minister of Social 

Development Zola Skweyiya stated that social relief of distress is meant for the poorest of the 

poor in communities (Mail & Guardian, 2009). This means that although some individuals might 

be deemed poor, the element of relative poverty plays an important part in the final decision as to 

who gets the assistance. The challenge then becomes the issue of sustainability of this form of 

assistance. It is a temporary intervention that individuals receive while they are in distress. 

However, the bigger question is to what happens next once the assistance is terminated. This 
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points out to the fact that the individual might still be in distress after the term of the assistance 

has lapsed. Although we do not want to create dependency on the state, we need to acknowledge 

challenges and social ills that people are encountering at the grassroots level such as the lack of 

sufficient employment opportunities.   

 

2.11 Challenges 

As highlighted already, South African unemployed individuals, unlike those who were 

previously employed, are not covered by the social security provisions. These individuals are 

expected to provide for themselves regardless of the high unemployment rate and lack of 

sufficient job opportunities in the country. Although some individuals who were previously 

employed are covered by the Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF), this provision is however 

not a sustainable source of income as it can be terminated once their benefits have been used up 

(Van der Berg, 2010). In the long run, they are also left vulnerable to poverty and its 

consequences should they not secure an alternative means of income.  

 

The Department of Social Development (2010) also highlights that although social assistance 

provides coverage for children, the elderly and the disabled, the unemployed people are one 

vulnerable group which is not catered for by the South African social assistance provision. It 

further highlights that out of this unemployed group, a considerable part contains young people 

between the ages of 18 and 35 years old. Another shortcoming of the social relief of distress is in 

the fact that it is short term. This means that it is only provided for a minimal period of time 

(International Labour Organization, 2011). What seems to be problematic about this is that 

individuals who still do not have stable employment or a source of securing income after the 

time frame of the social relief of distress has lapsed are left vulnerable to food insecurity again. 

Thus, it can be said that the social security system of South Africa is “inadequate in addressing 

food security and ensuring that every citizen is able to meet their minimum dietary requirement 

to avoid malnutrition” (Bonti-Ankomah, 2001, p.11).  
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Hart (2009, p.372) observes that “emergency relief measures tend to focus more on transitory 

food insecurity and neglect chronic food insecurity, which detriment the poor more”. 

Alternatively, it would be preferable and effective to rather focus on the root causes of food 

insecurity and address them as opposed to focusing on the after effects. This is to say that we 

deal with the problem before it occurs, or address it at its earliest development as opposed to 

waiting for the problem to get out of hand before dealing with it. For example, provide 

employment opportunities for people as opposed to offering them social relief of distress when 

they have run out of employment or means of generating income.  

The government, with some assistance of the private sector and NGOs, issued agricultural starter 

packs to some vulnerable communities in addition to the social relief of distress (International 

Labour Organization, 2011). This however is limited as it does not apply to all communities 

across the country. Thus, some of the poor communities are left vulnerable and this does not go 

well with the scope of the South African social security system. 

 

2.12 Chapter Summary 

This chapter reviewed literature on food security and insecurity thereof and social assistance in 

South Africa. It provided both the global and South African contexts. As highlighted at the 

beginning of the chapter, issues of poverty, unemployment and inequality in South Africa were 

also highlighted.  It further provided the definition of food security and food insecurity, including 

the factors associated with food insecurity and implications thereof. It also discussed the South 

African social security system, and in particular looking at the Social Relief of Distress 

programme. The following chapter will discuss the research design and methodology that were 

used in the study.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the steps that were followed in the research study. It provides an overview 

on the research design, the research participants, the sampling procedure, the research tools and 

the research instruments that were used, piloting of the study, data collection and data analysis. It 

further explains the ethical issues that were taken into consideration throughout the course of the 

study and discusses the strengths and limitations of the study.  

 

3.2. Research design 

The aim of the study was to explore the perceptions of the social workers about social relief of 

distress as an effective strategy in reducing food insecurity. The study was based on the social 

workers’ experiences and opinions which are the subjective truth. Thus the researcher chose the 

qualitative research design. As Padgett (2008, cited in Royse 2011, p. 261) notes, a qualitative 

research design is used when a researcher “wants to obtain the perspective of participants in their 

own words and actions and wishes to obtain a deep understanding and to write a rich 

description” on the matter being researched. de Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport (2011) 

highlight another characteristic of a qualitative study as that of using the place where the 

participants experience the issues being researched to collect data. This was also the case in this 

research.   

When a study seeks to generate new insights and information about a particular social 

phenomenon that is understudied, it can be regarded as exploratory in nature (Rubin & Babbie, 

2001). Unlike other social assistance programmes like the old age grant and the child support 

grant, the social relief of distress programme is seldom researched. Thus the study was 

exploratory because it aimed to generate new insights and understanding about the effectiveness 

of this programme from the participants’ perspective. Rubin and Babbie (2005) highlight that the 
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shortcoming of an exploratory study is that although it provides an understanding of the research 

question, it hardly ever answers the research question.  

 

3.3. Study population 

The study population consisted of social workers from the Department of Social Development, 

Johannesburg Metropolitan area who had at least 3 years’ experience and had worked with 

beneficiaries of social relief of distress. Out of a total population of about 300 social workers 

with three years’ experience and above, 8 were sampled for the study. In addition, key 

informants were drawn from the SASSA office in central Johannesburg. This was done because 

SASSA officials work with the distribution of the social relief of distress and therefore they 

provided depth to the study. Out of a population of 41 officials, two key informants formed part 

of the study. The need to approach SASSA officials arose during data collection and it was also 

highly recommended by senior social workers in the study who advised that the SASSA officials 

would provide in-depth information.  

 

3.4. Sampling  

A sample of 8 participants was selected using non-probability purposive sampling.  The 

participants with the desired characteristics were approached and briefed about the research 

study, including its aim and objectives. Those who were available and willing to participate in 

the study were then asked to participate. Not all social workers have worked with beneficiaries of 

social relief of distress thus a non-probability purposive sampling method was employed to 

select the appropriate participants. When selecting the two key informants from SASSA, the 

researcher approached the supervisor at the central Johannesburg office and explained to him 

about the study and then asked for permission to conduct interviews with two of their employees 

as key informants. The supervisor agreed and then recommended two officials who agreed to 

participate upon being invited to participate in the study.   
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According to de Vos et al. (2011), advantages of non-probability sampling procedure are that it 

is convenient for gathering participants and it does not exclude anyone who wants to partake in 

the study. This was also the case in this research study as all the potential participants with the 

relevant information were invited to participate in the study. Babbie (2010) however points out 

that the shortcoming of this sampling procedure is that the researcher may not be able to 

generalise the findings obtained from the data. However, this cannot be viewed as an impediment 

in this case as the aim of the research was not to make generalisations but rather explore whether 

social relief of distress is viewed as an effective strategy in reducing food insecurity by social 

workers who engage with the beneficiaries of this programme.  

 

Prior to conducting data collection, there were steps that had to be followed. The researcher 

asked permission from the Department of Social Development head office if the research can be 

conducted within their department. The department was provided with the research proposal 

entailing the details of the study. Upon receiving permission, the researcher also applied for 

ethics clearance from the university’s ethic committee. These steps were all essential procedures 

of the research process and were required to also ensure the participants that all the right steps 

were followed. It was after these steps that the potential participants were approached.  

 

3.5. Research instrumentation 

A semi- structured interview schedule was used to collect data. Bryman (2008) highlights that a 

semi-structured interview schedule is flexible and prone to changes as things might unfold in an 

unanticipated manner during the interview process. de Vos et al. (2011) state that the advantage 

of using a semi-structured interview schedule is that the research participants are not limited 

when giving their responses and the researcher also gets the opportunity to follow up on 

responses that are not clear.  
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3.6. Piloting  

The researcher pre-tested the research tool before data collection took place. According to de 

Vos et al. (2011) piloting is a method which entails administering the research tool with 

individual/s that will not be in the sample before data collection occurs. The aim of piloting is to 

pre-check the research questions in the interview schedule to see if the questions are clear and 

also if they can be easily understood (Babbie, 2010). In this case, the researcher pre-tested the 

research tool with one social worker who was not included in the sample. During the pre-testing 

of the research tool, the social worker showed an understanding of the research interview and 

thus no changes were made to the research tool.  

 

3.7. Data collection 

The data was collected using face-to-face semi-structured interviews. The use of semi-structured 

interviews enabled the researcher to gather detailed information as the participants were not 

restricted or rather limited when giving their responses. The interviews took place at the 

participants’ work place at the Department of Social Development and also at SASSA so as to 

avoid interfering with their working hours. Some participants availed themselves upon being 

approached while others made appointments for the day and time in which they would be 

available. The response time differed for each participant and the interviews lasted between 30 

minutes to 40 minutes per interview. The researcher was able to ask follow up questions with the 

participants and also engage with them in an in-depth manner because the interviews were one 

on one.  

The participants were provided with participants’ information sheets, consent forms for 

participating in the study and also consent forms for audio-taping. With the permission of the 

participants, a tape recorder was used to record the interviews. However, regardless of the ethical 

issues regarding audio tapes being explained, there were a few participants who refused to be 

recorded. In those instances, the researcher had to take down notes. However it is acknowledged 

that some valuable information might have been lost as the researcher had to interact with the 

participants and ask follow up questions. It was proposed that data collection would be done in a 
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period of two weeks but it took about three and a half weeks as some participants were not 

available and the researcher had to wait for the time that was suitable for the participants.  

 

3.8. Data analysis 

The data was analysed using thematic content analysis. According to O’Leary (2004) thematic 

content analysis is a method that entails using codes to organise the collected data into different 

themes that will then be used to interpret and make sense of the data. There are about five steps 

that are followed when employing thematic content analysis as outlined by Terre Blanche, 

Durrheim and Painter (2006). The steps of which the researcher also followed are: 

 

Familiarisation and immersion: this step entailed going through data like the interview transcripts 

and field notes with the aim of familiarising oneself with it, then brainstorming and making 

notes. The next step was to induce themes from the information that was been put together in the 

previous step. This step entailed arranging the information into themes. The third step was 

coding and it entailed organising the information and themes into codes which reduced the 

information from large quantities to manageable meaningful chunks. The fourth step was 

elaboration which entailed exploring the themes more closely and some were even revised. The 

last step was interpretation and checking which entailed providing an interpretation of the 

phenomenon that was studied in written format and going through it again to check  for loop 

holes in information if any (Terre Blanche et. al, 2006, pp. 322-326). These steps were not 

followed in this order but they were however used as a guideline by the researcher.    

 

In ensuring the quality of the research, the study looked into three of the four elements of 

trustworthiness which are credibility, dependability and confirmability. Bryman (2008) describes 

credibility as involving carrying out the study ethically and also providing the findings to the 

research participants at the end of the study to confirm if the findings are indeed correct; He 

explains dependability as entailing the storage of all detailed records, observations made and also 

raw data which can later be referred to. Confirmability on the other hand refers to the 
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researcher’s ability to put aside their personal views, assumptions and beliefs and not let these 

interfere with the study. While conducting the research, the researcher tried by all means to put 

aside her personal views and followed the ethical code of conduct in research. The feedback on 

the research results and findings will also be provided to the Department of Social Development. 

As a means of ensuring the dependability of the study, the tapes and interview schedules will be 

kept for two years following any publication or for six years if no publications emanate from the 

study. 

 

3.9. Ethical considerations: - 

Respect and autonomy  

Royse (2011) highlights that respect is a fundamental social work principle, thus the research 

participants were treated with regard and courtesy. The participants were not judged and their 

views and opinions were taken into consideration accordingly.  

Voluntary participation                                                                                                                        

According to Royse (2011), it is essential in social work research that the participants partake on 

their own free will. This is in alignment with the right to self-determination of the client in social 

work practice. The participants were not coerced to participate in the study and they were also 

informed that there will not be any penalties should they refuse to participate. Furthermore, they 

were allowed to withdraw from the study at any point should they have wished to do so.  

Informed consent                                                                                                                                                    

Barbie (2010) highlights that for the participants to voluntarily participate in a study, they should 

be well aware of the details of the study. This includes factors like the risks and benefits involved 

and what the study entails. The participants were provided with written participant information 

sheets with details of the study and also consent forms which they were asked to sign when they 

were agreeing to participating in the study. Some of the participants did not give consent for 

audio taping, and their decision was respected.   
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Anonymity and confidentiality                                                                                                                               

According to Babbie (2010, p.67), anonymity in research is attained when “neither the 

researchers nor the readers of the findings can identify a given response with a given respondent” 

whereas confidentiality refers to “when the researcher can identify a given person’s response but 

promises not to do so publicly”. The data was collected using face to face interviews, thus the 

research cannot said to have been anonymous as the researcher met the participants. However, 

confidentiality of the participants will be guaranteed as the researcher will not reveal the 

responses of the participants with their identifying information to anyone other than the 

supervisor.     

 

3.10. Strengths and Limitations  

3.10.1. Strengths 

One of the strengths of the research study is that it was easy to gain access to the research 

participants. In addition to this, there were no travelling expenses for the researcher. The 

research was conducted with social workers at the Department of Social Development in 

Johannesburg metropolitan area and SASSA officials who are also in central Johannesburg and 

this was in an easy access area for the researcher. The researcher was flexible in that the date and 

time for the research interviews were determined by the participants. This in turn enabled the 

researcher to secure those participants who were interested in participating in the study. With 

regards to gender, the researcher was also able to obtain a balance of participants of both 

genders. As such the study can be said to have had a representative of both genders.  

 

3.10.2. Limitations 

Although it was easy to gain access to the participants, getting them to agree to participate in the 

study was another issue. Some of the approached social workers did not seem keen in 

participating in the study and thus turned down the invite to participate. As a result, the 
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researcher had difficulty in getting the target sample of 12 participants and settled for 8 

participants instead.  

 

Another limitation in the study was the possibility that participants could have responded based 

on what they thought the researcher wanted to hear (de Vos et al., 2011). In the study, some of 

the senior social workers were not entirely open when giving responses that were related to 

political issues surrounding social relief of distress in fear that they might be implicated. It was 

also observed that some of the participants withheld their responses and thus took time to 

respond. The researcher tried to assure the participants that there was no right or wrong answer 

and that their personal details would not be included in the research report but only a few 

expressed themselves freely. Thus, it can be said that some of the participants gave responses 

that they thought were socially desirable.   

  

3.11. Chapter summary 

The chapter provided a discussion on the research design, the research participants, the sampling 

procedure, the research tools and the research instruments, piloting, data collection and data 

analysis. Included also were the ethical consideration that were followed during the course of the 

study. The chapter that follows will discuss the findings of the study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

 

4.1. Introduction  

This chapter provides the presentation and discussion of the data collected. The data was 

analysed using thematic content analysis as highlighted in the previous chapter. The findings are 

presented and discussed according to the research objectives.  

4.2. Demographic Information 

Table 4.2.1 Demographic profile of participants (N=10) 

Demographic Factor                                   Sub-category                    No. 

Gender                                                         Male                                 4 

                                                                     Female                              4 

Ethnicity                                                      Black                                8 

                                                                     Other                                None 

Age                                                               21-30 years                      3 

                                                                     31-40 years                      3  

                                                                     41-50 years                      1 

                                                                     51-60 years                      1 

 

The table shows that all the participants in the study were black. The sample consisted of eight 

participants, 4 of whom were male and 4 female and the ages differed. Although the participants 

spoke different languages as per their ethnic group, the medium of communication was English.      
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 4.3. The first objective was to explore the views of social workers about the link between 

social relief of distress and the reduction of food insecurity.  

4.3.1 Understanding of Social Relief of Distress 

The participants showed understanding of what social relief of distress is. However, at the 

beginning of the interviews, it was apparent that some of the participants preferred the terms 

food voucher and food parcels than they did social relief of distress as they are more used to the 

former terms. For instance, participant 2 responded by saying: 

 “Social relief of distress entails food parcels that are distributed to people who cannot afford 

food. For example, during floods, house burnt down, people without ID documents, child headed 

households.” 

Similarly, participant 5 also said: 

“When you are talking about SRD, especially to people at grassroots level, the appropriate term 

is usually food parcels. The reason for this is that if you are going to be talking about Social 

Relief of Distress, you tend to confuse some of the clients. Thus, in everyday practice, the Social 

Relief of Distress programme is usually referred to as food parcels by most of us for convenience 

when communicating with the clients …” 

These responses are in line with the observation by the International Labour Organization (2011) 

that although the social relief of distress can either be provided in the form of cash, food parcel 

or a voucher, the food parcels are the most common and well known form of social relief of 

distress amongst people. 

Overall, the participants demonstrated knowledge about the social relief of distress programme, 

including who is eligible, for how long it is distributed and the entire process that is followed 

when determining need. Participant 1 said:   

“The social relief of distress is a programme aligned to help people with regard to the 

difficulties that they have, particularly the social and the economic aspects.  A social worker 

conducts an investigation and once they decide that the individual is actually in need 

economically, the social worker then writes a report which the client has to take to SASSA 
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offices. Upon receiving the report from the social worker, SASSA then conducts a further 

investigation to determine whether the client is in need of the SRD. They do what is called 

screening. Once this is done, SASSA issues the SRD for the client. Sometimes you find that the 

client also requires help transportation wise. Either SASSA will take over if they are committed 

in assisting the client or they will ask the Department of Social Development to assist in this 

regard with transport money, or what we normally call petty cash. Once the transport issue has 

been resolved, the particular social worker will take the client to the shop which has an 

agreement with SASSA. On arrival, the client will contact the shop manager and they will have 

to produce documents from SASSA and thereafter the process holdouts. The person will be given 

the grocery.” 

Participant 4 also had this to say:   

“Social relief of distress is the relief that is offered to people who are in situations that hinder 

their development. It is provided in poverty stricken communities and also in situations where 

you find that the person does not have anything to live on. It is also concerned with how people 

are integrated into society. When you talk about distress, you are talking about something that is 

stressful and it hinders an individual to perform to their outmost best productivity. The people 

who qualify are people who are unemployed, those who have lost their jobs and cannot provide 

for their basic needs, those who earn less than R700 per households, orphans, those who are 

terminally ill to an extent that they cannot provide for themselves. It is distributed by means of a 

voucher, where the individual goes to a particular shop and redeem the voucher for basic food. 

It differs in terms of how long it is distributed; other people receive it for three months while 

others may receive it for a minimum of six months depending on the circumstance. The social 

worker will then need to write a motivation letter as to why the person still requires assistance.”    

This understanding was also confirmed by key informant 1 who responded by saying: 

“Social relief of distress is interim means of assistance. It is provided to those awaiting the 

outcome of their grant application, those who are sick and taking medication and they do not 

have the necessary means to provide for their dietary requirements, those who are temporarily 

disabled. It is provided by means of a voucher and the client is sent to a service provider like 

Boxer Superstore to redeem the voucher. It is provided for three months, but it can be extended 
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up to six months depending on the circumstance of the client. However, before the client can be 

given the social relief of distress, they undergo screening. This is where the socio-economic 

assessment is done to determine the need.”   

These responses also speak to Frye’s (2008) observation that the HIV/AIDS pandemic, in 

addition to escalating levels of poverty, unemployment and inequality in South Africa increase 

the burden among vulnerable households. This brings light the fact that HIV/AIDS affects food 

security in that it has the ability of causing the deterioration of one’s health to an extent where 

they are unable to work.  However, HIV/AIDS is not the only disease that has a negative 

consequence with regards to food security, but also other diseases such as high blood pressure, 

heart diseases and strokes.   

 

4.3.2 The objectives and rationale of providing social relief of distress 

With regards to the objectives and rationale of social relief of distress, the participants expressed 

different but rather similar understanding. The main theme that came up was the alleviation of 

poverty and addressing food shortages to those in need. Participant 2 responded by saying:  

“The objective is to minimize poor households while we are working on the long term socio-

economic plan of intervention. Also trying to avoid situations where households have to 

frequently go to their neighbours to ask for food. The rationale is to provide food the households 

in need.” 

Participant 4 said: 

“The objective is to reduce poverty by addressing food shortages to individuals and households 

facing this problem. The rationale is to provide food in identified households by assisting them 

with basic food supplies.” 

Participant 6 responded by saying: 

“The objectives are to alleviate poverty and also to provide relieve in the form of food to 

individuals in need and/or facing a crisis. The rationale is to ease the situation that the client is 

in while they are busy looking for other alternatives like a job and/or small business 
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opportunities. It is understandable that living in poverty and being short of basic essentials like 

food can lead one to end up stealing and committing other crimes. Thus, the social relief of 

distress tries to also prevent such instances while the individual will be looking for other 

alternatives to alleviate their situation.”  

Participant 7 also said: 

“The objective is to alleviate poverty and the rationale is to assist people who are poverty 

stricken with a short term relief so that they can meet their basic needs while a long term 

intervention plan is being worked on.” 

Similarly, participant 8 said: 

“The objective of the social relief of distress is to alleviate poverty by addressing food shortages 

temporarily to those who are in need. The rationale is to provide relief in form of food to 

individuals in need or facing a crisis.  

Food security is defined as “physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food by all South Africans at all times to meet their dietary and food preferences for an 

active and healthy life” (Department of Agriculture, South Africa, 2002, p. 15). This definition 

can be aligned with a response that key informant 2 gave when he said:  

“The objective is to relieve people from the situation in which they are unable to provide for 

themselves and their families. The rationale is to assist them get a means of survival so that they 

can meet their dietary requirements and function well both physically and socially. For example, 

some people have to take medication so they have to eat first before they can take the 

medication. The social relief of distress assistance can be a supplement in such situations.”   

Furthermore, in accordance with the findings, the objective and rationale of the social relief of 

distress can be said to compliment the right to social security that is highlighted in the 

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, section 27 (1), where it is stated that “everyone has 

the right to health care, food, water and social security; … including, if they are unable to 

support themselves and their dependents, social assistance” (Constitution of the Republic of 

South Africa, 1996, p. 13). From this it can be argued that the social relief of distress is 

addressing the right to food and social security to those who cannot provide for themselves and 
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their families. Thus, with regards to the link between social relief of distress and food insecurity 

it can be said that social relief of distress is a mechanism for addressing the basic human right 

and also decreasing the vulnerability to food insecurity in poor households. So the more social 

relief of distress assistance is made available to those in need, the more the chances of reducing 

food insecurity.  

 

4.4. The second objective was to establish the views of social workers on the perceived 

impact of the social relief of distress programme in improving access to food.   

As a means of establishing the views of the participants on the impact of the social relief of 

distress, the study looked at the effectiveness of social relief of distress as an indicator of impact. 

Thus, the following sections are discussing the issues relating to the effectiveness of the 

programme and the means to enhance the effectiveness thereof.    

 

4.4.1 Issues relating to the effectiveness of Social Relief of Distress with regards to 

improving access to food 

The findings from the study revealed different views regarding the effectiveness of social relief 

of distress. While some views highlighted that social relief of distress was effective in addressing 

food insecurity, thus improving access to food, there were however concerns regarding the issue 

of the short duration for the provision of social relief of distress. Some participants felt that this 

hinders its effectiveness to fully reduce household food insecurity in particular. Participant 3 

said: 

“Although it can be said to be effective as it reduces food shortages to households that are in 

need, I personally have a problem with the fact that it is provided for three months. It is like we 

give our clients hope, then after that we take it. It is worrying because some families go back to 

the same situation that they were in after the service is terminated. In this regard, I question the 

effectiveness because it is not stable”.  
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Regardless of the issue of the short-term duration of the social relief of distress, participant 6 

said: 

“From my experience I think that it is effective as it helps people who are in dire need. You 

sometimes find that people go to bed on empty stomachs, but the SRD helps them with basic 

foods for the time being. In other instances, you find clients who are terminally ill and the social 

relief of distress assist them as they cannot take medication without having had eaten.” 

Hart (2009) highlights that global increase in food and fuel prices has led to food insecurity 

whereby households and individuals are experiencing food crises characterized by food 

shortages which leave households and individuals vulnerable. Thus, the above response 

demonstrates that social relief of distress is effective in improving access to food. This is further 

supported by a similar response by participant 8 when he said:  

“Although it is not that much, it does help with the basic needs and help alleviate the situation to 

a certain extent. Some families are even able to have a meal before they go to bed. This spares 

them the trouble of having to go next door and ask for food.”   

There were also other participants who thought differently. For instance, participant 5 questioned 

the utility of providing social relief of distress as a means of addressing food insecurity: 

 “When looking at it with regards to food insecurity, social relief of distress can be said to be 

effective because honestly you find worse cases where clients do not have food. However, be it as 

it may, we are still not solving the problem, or rather the root cause of the problem. So one 

really needs to ask as to what would the situation be like if people where provided with job 

opportunities as an alternative.”  

Similarly, participant 1 said: 

“Some people once they start receiving the SRD, they want to stay at home and not seek 

employment. Again it is problematic in that although it addresses the food shortages, the socio-

economic issues that lead to the problem are not always addressed.” 

 

 



45 
 

Participant 4 had this to say:  

“There are two sides to the effectiveness of the SRD. In most cases you find that it is effective 

because it would be evident that some families were indeed in dire need of food, thus the SRD is 

provided as a means of addressing this issue. But now you are also promoting the issue of 

dependency. Some people once they start receiving the SRD, they want to stay at home and not 

seek employment. This is more especially amongst the youth as they feel that they are entitled to 

the services because they are not working.” 

 

Participant 7 highlighted an interesting observation: 

“Honestly speaking, the social relief of distress is effective and from the observations that I have 

made, there are instances where you can also tell as a social worker that you made a difference 

in the lives of individuals and households as a whole. However, there are cases where during the 

onsite visits you find that the family claims not to have food and have been having frequent food 

shortages but then when you check the house you realise that their house has most of the basic 

things which cannot be considered as needs such as television, dstv, sofa etc. Then in such 

instances you really wonder and question as to how the family maintains all those things if they 

do not have food. So from my opinion, I do not think that some families are encountering food 

shortages because they are poor but because of poor planning and budgeting. So it is 

problematic because at that point during the intervention, the family would really be in need and 

you cannot necessarily deny them the service.”   

From the above, it can be argued that although the social relief of distress does improve access to 

food and has a good impact on households and assist them meet their dietary requirements, there 

are still gaps and challenges that need to be addressed in enhancing the effectiveness of social 

relief of distress and also in ensuring fairness of the programme.   

The participants highlighted ways in which the social relief of distress can be enhanced, thus 

enhancing the impact of the programme. These are:  
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Monitoring and evaluation 

In responding to the question on how the effectiveness of the social relief of distress programme 

can be enhanced, some participants indicated that close monitoring and evaluation is required 

during and after intervention with clients who come for assistance. Participant 2 said:   

“The ineffectiveness also lies in terms of the incapacity within the department to do follows up to 

determine whether the family is doing well since the intervention or not. This usually results in 

having the same family coming over and over again because their situation has not been 

alleviated and they are still living in poverty.” 

 

Also, participant 5 said: 

 “There is a need for close monitoring and evaluation for the distribution. Some families 

sometimes come twice and if it is a different social worker, they are only identified later on when 

it is already too late that they are robbing the system.” 

These findings reveal a need from within the department to keep in touch with the clients and 

their families to check if they are coping after the intervention and also as a means of ensuring 

that the intervention was effective enough. The monitoring and evaluation of the service 

provided will also assist in indicating as to how many clients have been effectively assisted and 

identifying the overall gaps and challenges that exist.   

 

More funding and increasing the content of the social relief of distress 

Some of the participants also pointed out that the effectiveness of the social relief of distress can 

be enhanced by increasing the funding targeted towards the programme and also through 

increasing the content and/or value the social relief of distress. Participant 7 reckoned:   

“There should be more funding channelled towards the social relief of distress. This can be done 

both by the state and the private sector. Also, people in communities should be encouraged to 

assist one another: this speaks about the practice of Ubuntu. Instead of relying on social relief of 
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distress, those in need can be identified by their fellow community members and assisted where 

possible. For example, local business can assist as well.” 

 

The above response also highlights the need for partnerships or the working together of different 

stake holders in society. It also suggest that the responsibility of providing for people should not 

only be left to the state but that the private sector, including local businesses and the society at 

large can also take up the role of assisting those in need. Thus, it can be said that the role of 

addressing food insecurity should be a collective one in the country.  

Participant 8 mentioned:  

“The content of the food parcel can be improved on. In some instances the clients would 

complain that the content is not their basic food or that it is not sufficient. So an alternative to 

this issue would preferably be to provide money in-cash which values the food parcel or give the 

client a voucher which allows them to pick the food that they need when they are redeeming the 

voucher. In some instances it is felt that the SRD is not sufficient so increasing the amount 

and/or content of the SRD would also increase its effectiveness in the lives of poor households.” 

 

Furthermore, key informant 2 also highlighted that:   

“Providing food vouchers is more effective than providing the food parcel as the client is given 

the opportunity to select their basic needs as opposed to a food parcel. Some of the clients have 

complained that the food is not enough so it would be preferable to provide voucher as they can 

be able to decide what they get based on their needs and dietary preferences. In further 

enhancing the effectiveness of the social relief of distress, the amount of the social relief of 

distress can be increased. For now, the amount of the social relief of distress does not exceed the 

value of the Old Age Grant and the families are expected to live on this for the entire month.”  
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4.5 The third objective was to investigate the challenges encountered with the provision of 

social relief of distress as a strategy in reducing food insecurity.  

 

4.5.1 Challenges encountered in the provision of social relief of distress 

Use of the means test 

As highlighted in chapter two, social assistance benefits are means tested. Van der Berg et al. 

(2010) highlight that the means test is important and required as it ensures that the funds and 

benefits are targeted to the most deserving people in society which are the vulnerable and less 

privileged. However, one of the participants raised the issue that the means test is likely to be 

subjective as some individuals might be excluded based on the criteria of the means test although 

they can be said to be in need. In his response, key informant 2 said: 

“Some individuals might not qualify based on the means test and screening regardless of them 

being in need. Thus, the means test excludes some individuals who are not regarded as being in 

need by the means test even though they are in need.”  

Participant 6 also had this to say: 

“During home visits when conducting an assessment, you find that some neighbours would come 

to you and say that they would also like the social relief of distress meanwhile they can afford to 

buy food for themselves and their families. So having to turn them down and explaining to them 

that not everyone is eligible for a social relief of distress regardless of the little that they may be 

claiming to earn. So this happens not only during assessments only but it also happens that you 

have to send a client back when they come to the office because they simply do not qualify based 

on the means test.” 

Participant 8 also had this to say: 

“Another issue is in regard with the criteria/means test that is used when conducting an 

assessment.  Although you might see a need within a family, the criteria might deem that 

particular family not to be in need. So as a worker you also need to be objective and not let your 
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views affect the work that you do. This just simply means that you have to let your professional-

self step in and do what is expected of you regardless.” 

 

Thus, although the means test can be said to be essential, it also has the potential of excluding 

other individuals upon screening. This implies that some individuals might not be deemed poor 

and in need based on the means test but they may however be in need of the assistance during the 

time of intervention.    

 

Politics 

Political manipulation, or rather issues relating to the meddling of politicians in the provision and 

distribution of the social relief of distress was one of the challenges that was highlighted by few 

participants. This was also related to the means test criteria and participant 3 said:   

“During elections time, or rather towards elections, the screening is not the same. Thus, the 

social relief of distress (food voucher in particular) is not distributed based on the standard 

criteria. It is distributed to all those who apply without a proper means test. Sometimes you find 

that even those who are receiving grants are also given the social relief of distress. Thus, it can 

be said not to address food insecurity effectively during those times as it can also be provided to 

those who are not the intended target group.” 

She further added that: 

“If amendments are needed with regards to the criteria of the social relief of distress, they 

should be done in the right way. All the steps that are followed when changing a policy should be 

adhered to. The means test of the social relief of distress should not be manipulated by 

politicians during election times.”   

This response again highlights that the purpose of the means test is defeated during such times 

and as service providers, they are sometimes unable to challenge this as it comes from above. 

Similarly, participant 5 said: 
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“Some people who are working would be coming in large numbers just for the grocery. And 

some of the officials, it was alleged, that they were taking some incentives so that they can give 

some people the SRD even though they do not qualify.” 

Participant 7 also had this to say: 

“Some of the challenges that I have encountered is the misuse of the voucher. This is more 

especially the case during elections. Political parties provide funding for food vouchers when 

they are looking for voters. After the election period, the poor people are left destitute as officials 

are then expected to follow the standard procedure for distributing the social relief of distress.”  

This further reveals that that corruption amongst officials defeats the purpose of the social relief 

of distress. The former Minister of Social Development Zola Skweyiya pointed out that social 

relief of distress is meant for the poorest of the poor in communities (Mail & Guardian, 2009). 

However, during such instances, this objective no longer applies.   

 

Lack of partnership between different state departments   

Another challenge identified by participants was that there is a need for coordination or rather 

solid partnerships between different state departments in order to join forces to combat the 

challenges faced not only with regards to food insecurity, but also in relation to addressing social 

issues that affect food security such as poverty and unemployment. These state departments are 

for instance the Department of Social Development, the Department of Home Affairs and the 

Department of Labour.  

Participant 1 said: 

“The lack of cooperation and established relationships between different state departments 

sometimes pose as a challenge. You find that an individual does not have an identity document 

and they do qualify for a grant. While they are receiving SRD, it would have been easier if Home 

Affairs was part of the intervention then they would speed up the application process and the 

client will not have to wait long for their ID book. In other cases, you also find instances where 

the client does not qualify for a grant but are employable. Similarly, if the Department of Labour 
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is part of the intervention process, the client can quickly be linked to employment opportunities 

to avoid dependency on the state.” 

Key informant 2 also said:  

“Here at SASSA we work closely with social workers from the Department of Social 

Development.  Most of our clients that come for social relief of distress are through referrals. In 

most cases, this makes our work easier as they would have done a background report on the 

client. Thus, such relationships are also required with other state departments. As it is already 

mentioned that the social relief of distress is temporary, it would be in the best interest of the 

client who came for such services to be linked with job opportunities. The Department of Labour 

can take over from here and assist in this regard. Also, you also find clients who sometimes have 

matric only. The Department of Education can assist with bursaries to help them further their 

studies. In other instances, clients would either be affected by disasters or have a crisis where 

their shack have burnt down. Similarly, the Department of Housing can assist with building 

proper houses for the clients. So I personally think social service delivery would be efficient and 

effective if these different departments were sort of incorporated.”    

 

This finding highlight that a multi-departmental approach should be adopted to resolve not only 

the issue of food insecurity, but also to effectively address other social ills in society. Such an 

approach would also improve social service delivery as people would not have to go to back and 

forth to get assistance.   

Lack of stable exit plan (long term intervention plans not always stable) 

Lack of exit plans was another challenge identified by participants. Participant 3:  

“Another challenge that I have seen is that the Department of Social Development should rather 

be focusing more on the developmental part of the life of the people, particularly economically 

because of the background that people are coming from”. 
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Participant 6 also said: 

“There are no evaluation mechanisms in place to determine whether policies succeed or not. For 

example, the government is currently pushing on the EPWP and of which if you check, they are 

not sustainable. Someone would get a tender of maintaining roads and then hire other people. 

But immediately after the work has been done and the project is over, the people will lose their 

jobs and that means that they would have to start over. Thus there is a need for projects which 

are really sustainable so that people can continue on generating income” 

These findings highlight the need for stable and sustainable job opportunities and other economic 

opportunities aligned with the social relief of distress to ensure that individuals and their 

households are not left vulnerable. This would not only be assisting the clients in need but will 

also be decreasing the burden on the state. Alternatively, more funding should be channelled 

towards job creation which would be a more sustainable solution.  

 

Dependence on the state 

Finally, another challenge identified by participants was that the social relief of distress was 

creating dependency on the state. This they expressed as the dependency syndrome where it is 

believed that providing people with state assistance like social relief of distress makes them more 

dependent on the state.  

Participant 4 had this to say:  

“I believe that SRD is creating dependency whereby people are becoming unwilling to go study, 

particularly the young generation whereby they are just giving birth and you find that they are 

unable to maintain those children. So they will be coming to SASSA for assistance. In the long 

run it creates dependency on the state as some of the clients develop the mentality that they are 

obliged to state assistance.” 
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This was also brought to the fore by participant 6 who said: 

“Because of the dependency syndrome, people are unwilling to initiate their own efforts with 

regards to things like micro economic efforts where they can sell fruits and vegetables to the 

community. They are only depending on state funds and assistance” 

Similarly, participant 8 said: 

“Some clients would come repeatedly and would lie because they do not want to be sent back. In 

addition to this, the problem of dependency is also very much prevalent. Some of the clients are 

demotivated to go and look for jobs and this just means more will be coming again for social 

relief of distress.”  

Yet, key informant 1 said: 

“There is also the issue of the entitlement mentality. This refers to instances where the client/s 

adopt the attitude that they are obliged to state benefits because they are citizens and not taking 

into consideration the fact that these kind of assistance is means tested. In addressing these 

challenges, more information on social relief of distress should be provided, in particular 

addressing the terms and conditions.”  

The findings highlight that the youths are most affected by the issue of food insecurity and that 

they are the ones that usually come for social relief of distress. This is in line with the 

observation by Finn et al. (2011) that the high level of poverty in South Africa is associated with 

unemployment and that unemployment is highest amongst the youth.   

While all the seven participants, including the key informants were of the opinion that the social 

relief of distress creates dependency in the long run, participant 2 thought differently. She said:  

“I do not see any negative outcome. It has a very limited time; it does not create dependency”.   

This implies that although some of the participants viewed the short duration of social relief of 

distress provision as a disadvantage to those who are not working and find themselves without 

employment after the intervention, participant 2 saw it as a positive thing as it would ensure that 

there is no dependency on the state. This means that we are working on the assumption that 
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clients will feel obliged to look for employment as a backup plan for when the social relief of 

distress is withdrawn.     

 

General  

The participants raised another challenge that it associated with the issue of food insecurity. This 

they pointed out as the lack of sufficient job opportunities. The Department of Social 

Development (2010) indicates that there are about 4 million unemployed citizens in South 

Africa, making up an unemployment rate of 25.2%. This indicates a high unemployment rate in 

the country which needs to be addressed. In responding to the question about enhancing the 

effectiveness of social relief of distress, participant 1 said:  

“Something that I have realised is that the state does not give enough money for the youth so that 

they can start their own businesses. In actual fact more people should be encouraged to study 

business so that they can be absorbed in employment. That way we can increase our economy.” 

Participant 2 also said: 

“Again it is problematic in that although it addresses the food shortages, the socio-economic 

issues that lead to the problem are not always addressed”. 

 

Participant 8 had this to say:  

“Rather than giving someone a fish, teach them how to fish. Thus, instead of creating a 

programme that addresses food shortages and also vulnerability to food insecurity, we should 

rather create a programme that is aimed at creating jobs for people. This is because food 

insecurity can be caused by unemployment. Thus, this will be addressing the sustainability part 

to the initiative of increasing access to food to poor households and communities at large as the 

social relief of distress is not a sustainable programme in this regard.” 
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Furthermore, key informant 1 had this to say:  

“Prevention is better than cure. So if there is employment opportunities, people will never come 

for social relief of distress. Thus, employment can be a means of reducing the high levels 

poverty. Thus, instead of enhancing the social relief of distress programme, more jobs should be 

created as a means of addressing poverty and reducing the number of people who come for 

social relief of distress.”  

From the above responses it can be argued that instead of enhancing the social relief of distress 

programme, we should rather focus on the root causes of food insecurity, which in many 

instances is poverty and unemployment. Thus, to address poverty and unemployment mean that 

we have to create sufficient job opportunities for people. This finding is further supported by the 

observation that as a means of addressing the high level of poverty and unemployment (in 

particularly, unemployment amongst the youth) in South Africa, more economic opportunities 

should be created to enhance self-reliance amongst those who are currently unemployed (The 

Presidency, 2008, cited in Van der Berg & Siebrits, 2010; Finn et. al., 2011). The main economic 

opportunities include employment opportunities and entrepreneurship. Thus, if households 

receive income on a continuous basis, this will ultimately reduce their vulnerability to food 

shortages which triggers food insecurity.  

 

Bonti-Ankomah (2001) observes that poverty has serious consequences for food security and as 

unemployment increases, it becomes hard for many households to sustain themselves as incomes 

are low and in other cases, absent. Thus, employment is essential for addressing food insecurity 

as it will ensure that individuals and households generate monthly income to secure resources 

that are required and to further decrease their vulnerability to food insecurity.    

 

4.6 Chapter Summary  

This chapter presented and discussed the findings of the study. The themes that were highlighted 

were in alignment with the research objectives and research questions. The views of the social 

workers regarding the link between social relief of distress and food insecurity were discussed, 
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together with their views on the perceived impact of the social relief of distress programme in 

improving access to food. Furthermore, findings on the challenges that are encountered in the 

provision of social relief of distress were also presented. The following chapter will present the 

summary of the main findings, conclusions and recommendations.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The study explored the perceptions of social workers at the Department of Social Development 

about the use of social relief of distress as an effective strategy to reduce food insecurity. This 

chapter presents the summary of the main findings that were discussed in chapter four. It also 

draws conclusions from the findings and the recommendations.  

 

5.2 Summary of findings 

Views about the link between social relief of distress and the reduction of food insecurity 

The first objective sought to explore the views of social workers about the link between social 

relief of distress and the reduction of food insecurity. The study revealed that the social workers 

had a clear understanding of social relief of distress. The link between social relief of distress 

and the reduction of food insecurity was also revealed. Participants pointed out that the social 

relief of distress reduces the vulnerability of poor households to food insecurity. Furthermore, it 

was also highlighted in the study that not only does social relief of distress address the issue of 

food insecurity but that it is in alignment with the right to food and social security.  

Views on the perceived impact of the social relief of distress in improving access to food 

The second objective sought to establish the views of social workers on the perceived impact of 

the social relief of distress programme in improving access to food. In addressing this objective, 

the participants were asked about the effectiveness of the social relief of distress as an indicator 

of the impact of the programme. Thus, the study revealed different views regarding the 

effectiveness of the social relief of distress programme. Some of the views indicated that social 

relief of distress is effective as it improves access to basic food in poor households. Although it 

was highlighted that the social relief of distress is not much (value wise), it was said that it does 
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reduce food shortages. However, some of the participants indicated that the social relief of 

distress is not effective because it is short-term. This puts to question the sustainability of the 

social relief of distress programme. Thus, the social relief of distress can be argued not to be a 

sustainable mechanism for reducing food insecurity.  

 

Challenges encountered in the provision of social relief of distress 

The last objective sought to investigate the challenges that are encountered in the provision of 

social relief of distress. The study revealed that lack of partnership between different state 

departments was a challenge. Participants felt that there was a need for coordination or rather 

solid partnerships between different state departments in order to join forces to combat the 

challenges faced not only with regards to food insecurity, but also in relation to addressing social 

issues that affect food security such as poverty and unemployment. These state departments 

include the Department of Social Development, the Department of Home Affairs, the 

Department of Labour and the Department of Education. 

The second challenge that was identified by participants was on the use of the means-test. 

Although the means test is crucial in addressing issues of corruption and also in ensuring that the 

most needy are targeted, it however has the potential of excluding some people who are in need. 

Another challenge that was identified by the participants was the development of the dependency 

syndrome. This refers to cases where some clients become too dependent on the state and on the 

extreme, develop the entitlement mentality. The consequence of this is that in the long run, such 

individuals become demotivated to seek employment opportunities.   

Finally, another challenge identified by participants was the abuse of food parcels during 

elections by politicians in order to lure voters. Participants pointed out that it was done without 

the proper use of the standard means test that is normally used. Thus, it was indicated that the 

purpose of the means test is defeated during such times.    
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5.3 Conclusion 

 Based on the summary of the findings, it can be concluded that the participants have an 

understanding of the social relief of distress, including the objectives and rationale. Furthermore, 

it can also be concluded that social relief of distress decreases the vulnerability to food insecurity 

in poor and needy households. It can also be concluded that although the social relief of distress 

does improve access to food, thus a positive impact on the lives of the beneficiaries, the 

programme is however not sustainable. Therefore, it can be concluded that social relief of 

distress is not a sustainable mechanism for reducing food insecurity. Furthermore, it can also be 

concluded that issues such as the abuse of food parcels, the use of a means-test and the lack of 

partnership between state departments undermines the impact of the programme and they should 

be addressed accordingly.  

 

5.4 Recommendations  

Based on the findings that were generated from the study, it is recommended that:-  

More job and economic opportunities should be created to address the issue of dependence on 

the state. This will also assist in reducing the number of people who seek social relief of distress 

and increase the number of people who are economically stable to provide for themselves and 

their families. This in turn will reduce the vulnerability to food insecurity to those who are 

currently vulnerable. By so doing we are not only addressing food insecurity but also issues of 

poverty and unemployment.    

Adjustments should be made to the means test. This will allow unemployed people who 

currently do not qualify to be considered when they are encountered with food shortages.  

There should be thorough monitoring and evaluation of the social relief of distress assistance that 

is offered to clients. This also includes follow ups and assessments of whether the situation has 

been alleviated.  
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The value of the food voucher should be increased and the content of food parcel increased as 

well. This is an acknowledgement of the constant increases in fuel and food prices and the 

instability in the market economy. Furthermore, it can be recommended that the food voucher be 

used as the standard form of social relief of distress as the client is given the opportunity to select 

the food items that meet their dietary requirements.  

More funding should be channelled towards the social relief of distress as there is currently no 

other social assistance for unemployed people yet there is a high unemployment rate in the 

country.  However, this funding should not be the state’s responsibility only, but the private 

sector and civil society can be encouraged to contribute towards this initiative.  

Different state departments should form partnerships in order to work together to effectively 

address food insecurity.  

 

5.4.2 Future research: 

The study should be replicated in other provinces in the country in order to explore more views 

on the use of social relief of distress as a strategy to reduce food insecurity and improving access 

to food.   
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPANT INFROMATION SHEET 

Good day.  

My name is Sehlabane Portia and I am a post graduate student registered for the degree MA in 

Social Work at the University of the Witwatersrand. As part of the requirements for the degree, I 

am conducting research on the perceptions of social workers about social relief of distress as an 

effective strategy in reducing food insecurity. It is envisaged that this study will contribute to 

knowledge on social assistance and specifically how social relief of distress can contribute 

towards the reduction of food insecurity. 

I therefore wish to invite you to participate in my study. Your participation is entirely voluntary 

and refusal to participate will not be held against you in any way. If you agree to take part, I shall 

arrange to interview you at a time and place that is suitable for you. You may withdraw from the 

study at any time and you may also refuse to answer any questions that you feel uncomfortable 

with answering. 

With your permission, the interview will be tape-recorded. No one other than my supervisor will 

have access to the tapes. The tapes and interview schedules will be kept for two years following 

any publication or for six years if no publications emanate from the study. Please be assured that 

your name and personalized details will be kept confidential and no identifying information will 

be included in the final research report. 

Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the study. I shall answer them to the best of my 

ability. I may be contacted on tel. 078 6323453. Should you wish to receive a summary of the 

results of the study, an abstract will be made available on request.                                                                                                          

Thank you for taking time to consider participating in the study. 

Yours sincerely                                                                                  Supervisor:  Prof. E. Kaseke                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Sehlabane Portia                                                                           Telephone: (011) 717 4472                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

366099@students.wits.ac.za                                                                 Edwell.Kaseke@wits.ac.za 

 

mailto:366099@students.wits.ac.za
mailto:Edwell.Kaseke@wits.ac.za
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APPENDIX B 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTION IN THE STUDY 

I hereby consent to participate in the research study. The purpose and procedures of the study 

have been explained to me. I understand that my participation is voluntary and I may refuse to 

answer any particular items or withdraw from the study at any time without any negative 

consequences. I understand that my responses will be kept confidential. 

Name:               

Date:                 

Signature:      ______ 

Researcher’s signature: __________________________ 

Date:                                ___________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM FOR AUDIO-TAPING OF THE INTERVIEW 

I hereby consent to tape recording of the interview. I understand that my confidentiality will be 

maintained at all times and that the tapes will be destroyed two tears after any publication arising 

from the study or six years after completion if there is no publications. 

Name:               

Date:                 

Signature:      ______ 

 

Researcher’s signature: __________________________ 

Date:                                ___________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE                                                                                                                          

Title: Social Relief of Distress as an effective strategy in reducing food insecurity: the 

perceptions of social workers at the Department of Social Development, Johannesburg 

Metropolitan area.  

Section A                                                                                                                                   

Introductions: Greeting: welcoming the participant, thanking them for their participation and 

briefing them about the research study.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Explaining the issues of confidentiality and consent. 

Identifying information of participant                                                                                                                              

*Name:                                                                                                                                            

Age:                                                                                                                                                        

Gender:                                                                                                                                                      

Race:                                                                                                                                                         

Years of experience: 

Section B                                                                                                                                                                

1. Please provide an overview of social relief of distress: What is it? Who is eligible; How is it 

distributed and for how long? 

2. What are the objectives and rationale of providing social relief of distress? 

3. Based on your work experience, how effective do you think social relief of distress is in 

reducing food insecurity? Explain  

4. What are the some challenges that you encounter in the provision of social relief of distress if 

any? What can be done to address these challenges? 

5. What can be done to enhance the effectiveness of social relief of distress in reducing food 

insecurity? 

6.  Are there any negative outcomes associated with the social relief of distress? 
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APPENDIX E 

ETHICS CLEARANCE CERTIFICATE 
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APPENDIX F 

LETTER OF PERMISSION FROM SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
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