


Transnational Social Work 
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The underlying frame of social work is the nation state, and it is from within the 
state that welfare strategies and social policies are devised and implemented. 
However, post-colonialism, globalisation, migration and the associated 
implications for human rights, social justice and social welfare policies contest the 
idea of a clearly defi ned space for social work and present new challenges for 
researchers and practitioners. 

Transnational Social Work and Social Welfare argues for the increased 
importance of the transnational perspective in social work theory and practice. 
The book challenges the idea of the nation state as a given entity and argues that 
globalisation and an increasing number of people crossing borders must have an 
impact on the theories and strategies of social work. The international contributors 
are critical of a restricted focus on a geographically defi ned space and the impact 
on work with clients. 

With cases covering China, France, Germany, India, Israel, Malaysia, Turkey 
and the UK, the book highlights the challenges as well as the opportunities this 
new perspective can open up for theories and strategies in social work. It will be 
of interest to students, researchers and social workers interested in migration, 
social care, poverty and cultural competency in health and social care.
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Preface
Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang

The idea for this book evolved from an International Summer School Programme 
at Frankfurt University of Applied Sciences, where social work professionals and 
academics from different countries worked together on themes relating to ‘Human 
Rights and Social Justice’. As soon as we started working together we saw that we 
shared professional interests in relation to common social problems. Furthermore, 
we observed that transnational contexts constitute a rising matter of concern in 
many countries and that each country proposed its own ways of coping with it. We 
took the opportunity to start a dialogue about theoretical approaches and strategies 
for practice. Using case study examples as starting points we worked on the 
potential needs of social workers: 

• shared competencies, for example (inter)cultural awareness;
• professionalisation or continuous training to cope with national and 

international social challenges;
• social policies and legislation in a rapidly changing world. 

We saw that a growing number of people lead ‘transnational lives’, i.e. lives that 
transcend national boundaries and that these individuals or families – usually 
labelled as migrants, refugees, asylum-seekers – are often traumatised, exploited 
and vulnerable and in need of psycho-social support. Also their competencies, 
such as language skills and social networks across national borders, are often 
ignored by social workers as a resource for potential empowerment. 

We also saw that there are often tensions between social workers and their own 
employers, which may be the State itself or often state-supported institutions. In 
some countries, the welfare state has entered a period of re-organisation and 
economisation by rolling back its boundaries and thus, social workers may fi nd 
themselves trapped in narrow legal and fi nancial frameworks infl uencing their 
working conditions as well as the range of support available to people in need. In 
other countries, the welfare state is not (yet) developed but statutory control is 
powerful and infl uences social work practice substantially. In all cases, the role of 
social work professionals is strongly affected and needs to be critically assessed 
as well as strengthened. Therefore, we strongly believe that it is important for 
social workers all over the world to engage in professional networking and 
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dialogue across countries and furthermore, to participate in professional 
associations, in order to be heard and to exercise power and infl uence, not only in 
the best interest of their clients but also to promote the process of professionalisation. 

We saw that the relationship between social workers and the people seeking 
advice is strongly infl uenced by national frameworks that affect professional 
social work. This may become evident through the confl icting priorities of help 
and control (the double mandate) and the numerous aspects that shape the 
relationship between professionals and the recipients of support, such as 
professional education/qualifi cation, social support policies or legal claims. 

The discourse emerging from our summer schools prompted our decision to 
collect and share professional experiences and perspectives and write a book on 
transnational topics in social work practice. 

‘Transnational Social Work’ (TSW) has gained increasing importance in social 
work theory and practice in recent years. Although the term transnationalism can 
be traced back to the beginning of the twentieth century, the debate surrounding 
transnationalism as a (positively connected) concept has gained more recognition 
through the infl uence of global developments such as migration (Hytten and 
Bettez 2011; Ife 2012). 

Midgley (2001) was one of the fi rst scholars to talk about transnational social 
work, highlighting the importance of globalisation and regionalism for social 
work practice. Transnational issues in relation to social work practice were taken 
further by other scholars, including Nalini Junko Negi and Rich Furman (Furman 
et al. 2010) who explored psychosocial, economic, environmental and political 
aspects that affect vulnerable individuals/groups and recommended the 
incorporation of transnational social work into the curriculum of social workers. 
Gray and Hetherington (2013) in particular took environmental issues as the 
starting point for transnational analyses and examined the impact of aspects such 
as climate change, natural disasters, sustainability or environmental justice on 
social work practice. 

The underlying – and often not revealed – frame of social work is the nation 
state. Social policy is mainly based on political structures and decisions and 
played out in institutions/organisations in a designed geographical environment. 
The nation is often seen as a container (Pries 2011; Reutlinger 2011; Herz and 
Olivier 2013) – there is a defi ned inside and outside. Inside this container, welfare 
strategies and social policies are taking place. Outside the container there are 
other containers interacting (as mainly covered by international social work). 
Globalisation and migration increasingly challenge this idea of a clearly defi ned 
space for social work (Giebeler 2002; Faist 2011; Soysal 2011; Faist 2014), and 
new developments are raising questions about identifi cation, identity, social 
networks and social pressure (e.g. remittances). The book focuses therefore 
mainly on two developments: 

• Individuals and groups who regularly cross the borders of the nation state 
(physically or virtually). These crossings infl uence their life and their social 
networks as well as strategies for survival and decision making (e.g. refugees).
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• Ideologies and challenges such as poverty, equity, environment, and human 
rights travelling across national borders and infl uencing social policies, social 
work practices and strategies.

Transnational social work challenges the idea of the nation state as a given entity 
and argues that globalisation and the new media, as well as an increasing number 
of people crossing borders, must inevitably have an impact on the theories and 
strategies of social work (Furman et al. 2008; Dahinden 2011). Transnational 
social work indeed criticises social work for its restricted focus on a geographically 
defi ned space (Kniffki 2011; Lightman 2012). This restriction infl uences work 
with clients including not recognising competencies such as language knowledge 
and survival strategies as well as social networks outside the nation state (Leiprecht 
and Vogel 2008). 

However, what constitutes TSW needs further discussion and a deepening not 
only of its theoretical base but also of its practical outcomes based on the exchange 
of ideas and practices. We are currently witnessing that the nature of the nation state 
is rapidly changing and people’s lives are less bound to traditional structures and 
institutions – instead they are more and more controlled by global movements and 
processes emerging from economic, technological, cultural and/or religious 
infl uences. This – we assert – requires a (professional) dialogue across boundaries 
and across countries and one of the aims of this book is to contribute to this dialogue. 

Social work is increasingly being labelled as a ‘human rights profession’ 
(Foucault 1977; Hunt 2007; Staub-Bernasconi 2007) and we trust that a continuing 
transnational dialogue is a valuable contribution to the further recognition of 
human rights as a fundamentally transnational issue affecting and also addressing 
social work as a human rights profession. 

Theoretical and practical knowledge is needed in order to refl ect on the potential 
and the limitations of social work in general and of transnational social work in 
particular. Transnational social work practices – as part of social work in general 
– are embedded in the possibilities as well as the restrictions of national contexts, 
since these contexts function as the framework for professional interventions in 
social work practice. 

In order to provide important theoretical components on TSW as well as 
practical examples from different countries, this book is structured in three parts: 

• Theoretical Perspectives 
• Country Profi les
• Case Studies.

The profi les and case studies survey examples from eight countries. A brief outline 
of all three parts is given below, while more detail is provided at the beginning of 
each section. 

Part I comprises chapters which characterise and frame transnational social work 
from different theoretical perspectives including: fi rst, an approach to defi ne 
transnational social work for the present context; second, an overview of international 
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professional activities, structures and dynamics and the impact of indigenous 
theories; third, a comparison between infl uential Western theories and some 
indigenous Indian approaches; and fourth, a focus on social work as a Human Rights 
profession based on a critical discussion of the concept of Human Rights itself. 

Part II includes country profi les of all countries included in this book: China, 
France, Germany, Great Britain, India, Israel, Malaysia, and Turkey. This selection 
is determined by the Frankfurt Summer School Programme and its participating 
countries. The country profi les provide basic information on the respective national 
welfare systems as well as on the current and evolving role of professional social 
work. The country profi les aim to offer a better understanding of the opportunities 
that social work professionals encounter in their everyday work, but also the 
challenges they face. Each country profi le can also be used to obtain a basic 
understanding of the case studies as well as the comments provided in Part III. 

Part III is composed of eight case studies concerning transnational social work 
embedded in a national context as well as two comments from other national 
contexts in relation to each case study. The case studies take the reader ‘into the 
fi eld’ of social work in the respective national setting, by analysing specifi c 
situations or cases and highlighting national social work practice. Each chapter 
concentrates on a specifi c transnational ‘case’ and the involvement of social work 
professionals. To encourage the transnational dialogue, these case studies are 
taken as a starting point by colleagues from other countries for commentary and 
to answer the following question: 

How would social work in the national context of the respective commentator 
deal with this specifi c case? 

It is hoped that this book, with its multilevel theoretical and applied approach, 
offers a useful contribution to the development of the emerging fi eld of 
transnational social work. This book provides information and refl ections on 
transnational social work for students and professionals of social work, but also 
for readers from other disciplines, e.g. politics, sociology, psychology, law. 
Particularly, through the present book, we hope to

• raise awareness of relevant issues in social work theory and practice from a 
transnational perspective and develop sensitivity for a transnational approach 
in social work;

• provide practice-oriented case study materials from different national/cultural 
backgrounds; 

• highlight similarities and differences in dealing with specifi c cases and trigger 
questions about the situation in one’s own country and the professional fi eld;

• stimulate discussions on further development of transnational social work 
both in theory and in practice;

• foster a dialogue approach across nation states. 

We argue that the dialogue principle across nations and cultures – especially 
refl ected in our approach to include case studies and comments – may be a fruitful 
way to foster transparency, equality and mutual understanding.
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We recognise that we are living in a post-colonial global society and that there 
is an increasing need to enforce and strengthen the development of transnational 
standards of citizenship and rights – and this also applies to professional 
involvement and transnational expertise for social work professionals worldwide. 

This is what this book tries to accomplish, mainly as an ‘Eastern–Western 
Dialogue’, in the form of contributions from Asia and Europe. That we are missing 
the perspectives and experiences of countries from the African, Australian and 
American continents is a great regret for us. However, we fully expect that the 
dialogue will continue, and grow to embrace more countries and other continents. 

Frankfurt a. Main/Marseille/Shanghai, February 2016
The Editors
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A note on terminology 
and comparisons

Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang

Editing a book on transnational social work including authors from various 
countries is a challenge in many ways – terminology, alone, is a very tricky matter. 

This already starts with social work. In this book we adhere to the terms ‘social 
work’ and ‘social workers’, but these terms can have different meanings in different 
countries, making comparisons diffi cult. However, whilst this variability makes 
formal comparisons problematic, it is useful as an aid to refl ection and can offer 
insights into different ways of understanding and constructing the social work task, 
and social work professions (Meeuwisse and Swärd 2007: 491). Professional social 
work in one country may have different historical, political and educational 
foundations compared to another country, but we have asked our authors to provide 
this information so that the foundations and frameworks become as transparent as 
possible. Comparison may also appear diffi cult concerning professional autonomy: 
while in some countries social workers represent the authorities and the political 
system more directly and are perhaps less independent, in others social workers 
appear to be more autonomous concerning their professional interventions as well 
as their participation in policy development and decision-making. However, 
according to our dialogue principle we suggest abstaining from simple comparisons 
and categorisations and instead encourage mutual understanding in the light of 
diverse and distinct national and professional characteristics. 

Another important issue is the terminology we use concerning the recipients of 
social work. What do we call the people seeking help and/or advice? We do not 
want to ask our authors to use a standardised term to describe the relationship 
between those who assess and commission services and those who are the 
recipients of these services. Therefore, throughout the book a variety of terms 
appear, and while many authors talk about clients or service users, others refer to 
people in need or in need of support. We are aware that different labels conjure up 
differing identities and suggest differing relationships and differing power 
dynamics – as has been pointed out by McLaughlin (2009) – but the terminology 
used is the professional and political choice of each individual author emerging 
from their particular national and professional contexts. 

Globalisation is a complex idea and the authors in this book refer to it in many 
contexts: as a global discourse concerning human rights policies and social justice, 
as an economic strategy (free trade, open market), as a compression of time and 
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place (fast mobility of individuals/news/goods) etc. In many articles globalisation 
refers to something awkward, something diffi cult to infl uence, something people 
are exposed to. However, for our purpose, we step back from negative connotations 
and instead perceive globalisation as the emergence of a global awareness 
respecting diversity but uniting people by this shared feeling and identity (Ahmadi 
2003; van Ewijk 2009: 11). 
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Part I

Theoretical Perspectives
Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang

Introduction
Part I of this book concentrates on theoretical discourses concerning professional 
social work in international and transnational contexts. While international 
developments and dialogue regarding professional social work have largely been 
confi ned to academic exchanges, worldwide social work practice is based on, and 
often confronted primarily with, local, regional and national developments. Only 
more recently are professionals becoming involved in transnational issues as they 
deal with problems caused by global inter-dependencies, international confl icts 
and transnational movements/migrations.

Since its birth in the last third of the nineteenth century social work has become 
a global profession practised in more than 144 countries (IASSW 2012). Its spread 
and development have been accompanied by a drive to attain professional status 
(Weiss-Gal and Welbourne 2008) and international activities and engagement 
have led to an ever growing professional community networking globally and 
crossing boundaries and areas of practice.

In 2003 Ahmadi observed that:

International migration makes poverty, political and religious oppressions, 
and the lack of civil rights in one society the concern of other societies. 
Woman traffi cking and sex tourism make the sexual exploitation of women 
and children in one part of the world the moral, legal and public health 
concern of other parts. Low wages, harsh work conditions and the exploitation 
of an underage work force in one country affect national employment policies 
and labour markets in other countries.

(Ahmadi 2003: 15)

These examples offer striking proof that the transnational perspective is becoming 
more and more integral to social work professions both in theory and practice. It 
is therefore important to address issues of human rights and social justice from a 
transnational perspective and provide insight into specifi c areas of transnational 
social work to foster shared understanding and collective responsibility.

Against a background of globalisation, rising social problems can originate 
from one nation or from a set of nations, but have regional and continental 



effects. In 2015, the movement of people inside and across national borders 
reached its highest level since the beginning of records on this issue (UNHCR). 
This has led to the need to reformulate national social policies and practice as 
well as representing a further challenge to social work strategies. In addition 
this has led to the emergence of Transnational Social Work (TSW) as a new 
concept which gained recognition in the fi eld of social work around the turn of 
the twenty-fi rst century.

Levitt and Glick Schiller defi ne transnational processes as follows: ‘The term 
transnationalism or transnational processes emphasize [sic] the ongoing 
interconnecting or fl ow of people, ideas, objects or capital across border [sic] of 
nation-states’ (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004: 5).

But is crossing a border a necessary condition to label a social issue transnational 
and are all cross-border movements automatically a concern for social work?

Beatrix Schwarzer stipulates that transnational exchanges of people, ideas and 
goods are not always related to social work. Not all migrants are potential clients 
and not all transnational political decisions are suitable for support by social work 
as a human rights profession. The transnational perspective, for Schwarzer, is not 
restricted to the social work fi elds directly confronted with migrants or intercultural 
exchange but rather, challenges social work as a discipline and profession as such. 
Social work is primarily based on unmarked national identity and stereotypes, 
which can function as an underlying force in the construction of ‘Otherness’.

The terms ‘international social work’ and ‘transnational social work’ are often 
confused. However, they do not share the same meaning and origin. International 
social work has a longer history – emerging initially in the global north – and 
serves as a foundation for exchange between social workers from different 
countries. In her chapter, Ute Straub starts by giving an account of international 
professional activities and relevant networks and organisations and their 
objectives. She then widens the picture of largely Western-based concepts 
produced by the global north and questions the ‘Westernness’ by confronting it 
with indigenous approaches from the global south.

The integration of Western and indigenous approaches is also highlighted by 
Arvind Agrawal’s contribution. He reviews theoretical developments in social 
work by focusing on Western theoretical approaches and contrasting them with 
Indian philosophy. After recalling relevant classical approaches including social 
capital theory, empowerment theory as well as the capability approach, the author 
refl ects upon classical Indian theories such as Jainism, the Bishnois Sect’s 
philosophy and Gandhian ideas, and he argues the need for an integrated theoretical 
paradigm for transnational social work.

Finally, Dagmar Oberlies considers transnational social work within the 
framework of social work as a human rights profession. She points out that human 
rights are embedded in global political processes. This formulation of human rights 
is challenged by religious, regional, ideological and ethical perspectives. At the 
same time human rights function as a global ethical framework for social work. This 
leads to tensions mirrored in contrasts such as individualism versus collectivism-
based approaches or rights-based versus culturally sensitive perspectives.
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1 Transnational social work
An introduction

Beatrix Schwarzer

‘The world is getting smaller’ is a phrase most people agree on. Virtual social 
networks offer the possibility of being a part of events happening thousands of 
miles away from where they take place. The so-called Arab Spring is just one 
example. Knowledge can travel fast and information can be accessed through the 
Internet in no time. Literally more and more people cross national borders – often 
more than once – to live elsewhere. Reasons can be manifold, such as holidays, 
seeking work or refuge, moving closer to family members or friends, experiencing 
a different part of the world by voluntary work or studying, to mention but a few. 
The duration of the stay is variable, from merely a couple of days to an entire 
lifetime. Often national borders are crossed multiple times, and migration can no 
longer be seen as a one-off process of simply leaving a country and spending the 
rest of one’s life in another (Lightman 2012). However, out of these many diverse 
crossings, only a few are of concern to social work theory and practice.

Generally speaking, social work focuses on groups of people whose ‘global 
basic needs’ (Gil 2012: 20) are neglected or who are facing structural inequalities. 
Social work is connected to local and national structures such as law and social 
security on the one hand and is also responsible for individual people on the other. 

The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in 
human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to 
enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human behaviour and social 
systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with their 
environments. Principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental 
to social work.

(IFSW 2012).

Transnational social work (TSW) shares this basic foundation with social work in 
general but can also be understood as a critical perspective pointing to unseen, 
unmarked and unnoticed boundaries of Social Work (Levitt and Glick Schiller 
2004; Lightman 2012). It is related to crossing and transcending national borders 
and is infl uenced by the diversity of migration and refugee processes. In this 
chapter, I will take a critical view on three issues TSW is concerned with: (1) the 
boundaries embedded in social work through the often unnoticed relation to the 
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nation state; (2) the part social work plays in questions of cultural norms and 
belonging; and (3) pointing to unmarked ground. Finally, the diffi culties resulting 
from the wide variety of fi elds of social work will be explored – from supporting 
individual well-being to structural (in-)equalities. All these share a concern with 
the impact global and international developments have in social work. 

TSW can open the spectrum of theoretical thinking in social work by taking 
into account the context of hybrid formations of different national and cultural 
backgrounds when working with individuals. Hybrid formations in the present 
context are: 

• The diverse cultural infl uences impacting on everyday life, such as questions 
of belonging and identity of the individual or group;

• The play of different cultures in forming specifi c social networks, including 
belonging to certain communities with similar life challenges;

• The tensions with social and cultural norms that can result in social isolation 
for individuals which might reduce possibilities for social participation and 
political involvement as well as diffi culties claiming rights;

• The special needs of clients which might not be recognised and therefore 
taken seriously by social workers; clients not infrequently fi nd support only 
outside the profession, like family, community or social networks, including 
those outside the nation state they live in. 

Taking plural local connections seriously also means to focus on social, political and 
economic structures in and around social work. Generally speaking, TSW demands 
complex knowledge of thinking and working in the fi eld. Social work practices as 
well as theoretical thinking have to be related to global processes and developments, 
whilst at the same time being embedded in local structures and contexts. 

Critical perspectives on the nation state as a container
Social work struggles with the complexity of a wide spectrum of responsibilities 
ranging from individual needs to struggles against structural inequalities. 
Questions arise, such as: What are the boundaries of social work and what are its 
main aims and targets? Which boundaries should social work accept, and which 
need to be challenged? Should social work position itself in political debates or 
should it be neutral? 

On the international level, developments such as globalisation infl uence social 
interdependencies all around the world (Lyons and Huegler 2012; Faist 2011). 
International associations for social work (e.g. IASSW/ISSW/ICSW) have 
increasingly addressed important issues such as post-colonialism and globalisation 
over the last decades. These associations have highlighted that principles of human 
rights, social justice, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are global 
fundamentals basic to social work (Gray et al. 2010; Midgley 2001, 2010). 

The complex relationship between the international and the national level is 
the focus of the Human Rights debate (Soysal 2011). Human Rights build the 



6 B. Schwarzer

framework for international social work, and therefore social work is often called 
‘the Human Rights profession’ (Staub-Bernasconi 2012) and theories, strategies 
and practices are judged to these exacting standards. Confl icts arise when the 
global importance of human rights and social rights clash with restrictions such as 
supporting only people with a certain national citizenship. These confl icts are at 
play in everyday social work practice, they defi ne the spectrum of issues that 
social work is concerned with, the fi nances of organisations and the access to 
basic rights like safety, housing, education and food (Gil 2012). 

On the national level, the nation state is often seen as a container (Herz and 
Olivier 2013; Furman et al. 2008) – there is a defi ned inside and outside. Inside 
this container, welfare strategies and social policies are taking place and a common 
history is being constructed. Outside the container there are other containers. 
Human rights are meant to cut through this division but questions remain as to 
how that should be played out in everyday practices at a certain place in the world. 
This problem also arises in the education of social workers; social work 
professional education focuses mainly on the national context – often without 
naming these boundaries of knowledge and the resulting implications. This has 
been critiqued from different angles such as: (1) the rooting of human rights in a 
certain western thinking (see Oberlies, Chapter 4); (2) the implicit European and 
North American infl uences on the discipline; (3) the ignorance of indigenous 
approaches and theories (see Agrawal, Chapter 3); and (4) the ongoing demand to 
decolonise social work (Gray et al. 2013). 

The container model suggests that the borders are solid and fi xed and therefore 
are able to protect the inside.1 Globalisation, migration, world trade, environmental 
changes, and wars not only cross these borders, but show the problems that arise 
when we think of them as fi xed and impermeable. On the one hand there are 
manifold infl uences from economics and world trade, where borders are fl exible 
or have little if no meaning at all. On the other hand, for refugees and migrants the 
borders, while contested, still seem as solid and meaningful as ever. This is 
especially true for borders around economically strong regions such as Europe 
and North America. 

Critical perspective on cultural norms and belonging
The container model also mirrors the idea of a national culture with implicit ideas 
about who belongs to that culture and who does not. TSW looks for answers to 
tackle the container concept as well as the effects this unmarked foundation has. 
It challenges the notion of ‘who belongs’ and focuses on the construction ‘who 
does not belong’ (Teater 2014: 78). 

There are people who appear to ‘belong’ and fi t well into the national container 
with its culture and traditions. But there are also people who do not belong. For 
example, people who are crossing a border to live elsewhere may be seen (and 
treated) differently from those who are not crossing. From the perspective of 
people who ‘belong’ to one national container, people who cross borders are often 
seen as ‘sitting between chairs’. This notion of an in-between is rooted in an idea 
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of two separate cultures uninfl uenced by each other. People who migrate can be 
seen as inhabiting a (confl icting) space which does not properly belong to either 
of these cultures. 

Questions of right and wrong – covering all areas of life, such as behaviour, 
language, clothing, food etc. – are deeply embedded in societies. They result in 
norms – mostly seen as normality – and also in differences – mostly seen as 
deviations. Processes of ‘othering’ are taking place (Holliday et al. 2004: 21ff), 
where the ‘other’ is different from the so-called ‘us’. This difference is embedded 
in power structures and stigmatisations. The ‘other’ seems to have all the negative 
characteristics and the ‘us’ does not include negative connotative features into 
their self-perception. Usually the divide goes along binary terms such as modern–
traditional, emancipated–backwards, civilised–not civilised. The process of 
‘othering’ always simultaneously exposes the construction of powerful, unmarked 
norms. The differences function like a mirror, with the ‘us’ projecting negative 
characteristics on to the ‘other’. The result of this process is a positive refl ection 
of the self for people in the position of power (Holliday et al. 2004: 30ff). But it 
also keeps the power hierarchies intact. 

On a structural level, social work is often at the forefront of dealing with processes 
of ‘othering’. Migrants and refugees as well as their descendants are seen as culturally 
different, even when they themselves do not claim that difference. This idea can 
often be found in social work concepts of intercultural competence and communication 
(Samovar et al. 2006). Social work therefore actively constructs (or acknowledges) 
this difference, often labelled as ‘ethnic’ or ‘cultural’. This is a basic part of the 
thinking of transnationalism as Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch and Cristina 
Szanton-Blanc showed in their groundbreaking article in 1992. ‘The hegemonic 
context imposes a discipline on newcomers who develop self-identifi cations, if not 
broader collective action, in accordance with categories and related behaviors that 
are not of their own making’ (Glick Schiller et al. 1992: 14). 

There are, however, two sides to the coin. On the one side, social workers 
acknowledge differences in the experiences of their clients and tackle inequalities 
that migrants and refugees face. On the other hand, social workers also mainly still 
hold to the idea of a national culture where migrants are in between two cultures 
(Adelson 2001). Social work is embedded, it infl uences and actively participates in 
disciplining and judging the notion and behaviours of the ‘others’, confronting 
them with unmarked judgments – of the rights and wrongs of cultural norms. The 
experience of migration is taken as a fundamental difference dividing people into 
two groups – those with, and those without it. This seems to play a role in the 
practices of social workers – even when not put forward explicitly by the clients. 

TSW sees that migration and cross-border (family and friendship) networks are 
important, and should be taken into account in social work practice, but it also 
claims that cross-border experience cannot be taken as a general explanation for 
individual attitudes. TSW criticises the notion of an in-between space between 
two or more distinguishable national cultures. It challenges the underlying – often 
stereotypical – thinking that there are people who belong and that there are 
fundamentally different people like migrants and refugees. TSW acknowledges 
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differences in experiences and knowledge and even points to them as resources 
(e.g. language skills), whilst criticising the power hierarchies embedded in this 
separation. TSW thereby has a critical perspective on norms, and challenges the 
inequalities associated with them. 

People live in and create a new social and cultural space which calls for a new 
awareness of who they are, a new consciousness, and new identities. However, 
both the actors and analyst still look around them with visions shaped by the 
political boundaries of nation-states.

(Glick Schiller et al. 1992: 14) 

Being embedded in cross-border social networks and/or being socialised in 
different national contexts also affects identity (Holliday et al. 2004: 6ff; Römhild 
2004). Multiple infl uences continuously (re)form national culture(s) into 
something new and hybrid. Migrants, refugees and also descendants of migrants 
are affected by and affect cultural norms. They fi nd their own symbiosis of local, 
regional and national identities (Römhild 2004) which may be labelled differently 
from – and not as part of – the national cultures they live in. 

Social workers need to acknowledge that people with multiple cultural 
infl uences are not by themselves problematic or challenging, but come to regard 
these experiences and knowledge as resources, e.g. language skills, cross-border 
social networks and cultural competences. Accelerated through technology like 
social networks, mobile phones and affordable long-distance communication, the 
ties between families and friends all over the world can deepen. These ties have to 
be taken into account as a resource for social work practices (Duscha and Witte 
2013). But migration also often brings special challenges – these cross-national 
ties can signify serious commitments, e.g. fi nancial contributions and support to 
family members (IOM 2010; Furman et al. 2010). 

Critical perspective on pointing to unmarked foundations of 
social work
Like social work, TSW is interwoven into the nation state (Midgley 2001: 4). The 
difference between social work and TSW is the refl ecting on these foundations and 
the potential in crossing, rather than accepting, boundaries. It is not the place where 
someone lives that defi nes their entitlement to receive (professional or social) 
support; the decisive criterion is citizenship (or at least a legal status in the country 
where someone is living) and this defi nes who has access and who does not (Owen 
2011). As an example: social workers who work with refugees are caught between 
commitment to the client and the restriction of social services mainly reserved for 
citizens. Support is connected to legal status and provided by social work 
organisations. Access to jobs, food, education and accommodation is given through 
social workers and they have to act via the relevant national law (Hayes 2005: 185). 

TSW indeed criticises social work for its restricted focus on a geographically 
defi ned space (Lightman 2012; Kniffki 2011). This restriction infl uences the work 
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with clients, including not recognising competences like language knowledge, survival 
strategies and social networks outside the nation state (Leiprecht and Vogel 2008). 

TSW questions the restriction concerning the idea of a defi ned ‘inside’ and 
‘outside’ (for example, social workers’ focus on citizens) by bringing into the 
spotlight topics such as inequality, poverty or demands for global justice as a 
reality connected to everyone’s everyday life. Global capitalism and trade as well 
as violent confl icts, both within and across nation states, infl uence the further 
consolidation of existing national and global hierarchies such as those between 
the global north and south, between poverty and wealth, between legal citizens 
and people without a legal status – and thus affect society at large. 

TSW takes up the challenge to add a cross-national dimension. This creates the 
space to look at the following: 

• Similar challenges in different contexts – what can we learn from each other?
• Local aspects of globalisation – how are global developments connected to 

local practices?
• Equality – what are the opportunities of a transnational perspective? 

TSW points to the possibilities for social work theorists and practitioners to learn 
from experience and thinking in other national contexts. This exchange needs to 
start in someone’s own context by knowing and critically refl ecting on norms and 
national framing as well as in other contexts. Taking this into account opens the 
possibilities for transferring or translating strategies and knowledge as well as seeing 
the limits of this. Translation means a process of hearing, understanding and 
refl ecting the possibility of applying knowledge to a new context. TSW sees itself 
as simultaneously embedded in local and national contexts whilst focusing on 
migration practices crossing them. Exchanges across borders create a social space, 
characterised by academic and practical knowledge grounded in context and 
reformulated at the same time (Bartley et al. 2012). Social work practices are diverse 
and learning through international exchange is important. TSW therefore focuses on 
the specifi c resources and needs of people who are not usually included in social 
work structures. It raises questions such as what prevents people from seeking help 
from social workers? It also challenges social work in a general way by pointing to 
the lines within which social work strategies and solutions are commonly framed. 

TSW supports the necessary relationships between the local and the global. 
Local changes and challenges are connected to global politics and economics. 
Processes of migration and refuge are caused by these changes. Social work 
practitioners are confronted with new clients, different cultural norms and 
experiences and challenges in positioning themselves in confl icts resulting from 
these global developments (Ahmadi 2003). Unspoken norms surface, such as 
what is right and what is wrong and for whom; what if the rights of individuals 
confl ict with the cultural rights of groups? Questions like this are asked and maybe 
even answered daily by social workers. 

TSW as a critical perspective of social work also commits to equality and equal 
rights. Social work as a Human Rights profession is deeply committed to a wider 
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ethical framework (Bisman and Bohannon 2014). In addition to national-focused 
social work TSW makes the claim for positioning itself in a global context. It states 
that topics like women’s rights, racism and poverty cannot be approached on the local 
level only. All of these inequalities are acted out between people on the local level but 
need to be tackled on a structural level. Poverty can only be addressed when trade 
structures and global economies are changed. Gender equality can only be reached by 
talking about power hierarchies and construction of femininities and masculinities. 
TSW needs to take political standpoints in these debates and needs to get involved in 
political processes from the local to the global level (Gray and Fook 2004). 

Conclusion
TSW can function as a critical perspective claiming sensitivity for boundaries and 
pointing to neglected needs and resources. The nation state is an important frame 
that enables social work as well as restricting it – it can both provide welfare and 
access to social work organisations but also exclude those without legal status in the 
country they reside in. Claims for social welfare are always combined with questions 
relating to the boundaries of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. Social work practices are often 
limited to providing support to citizens only or, at least, to those people with legal 
status. Having a particular citizenship therefore frames social work to a great extent. 

TSW itself has limits. Its main concern is the crossing of borders (physically as 
well as virtually). This raises the question as to the difference from intra-national 
migration. Why not take intra-national migration into account when thinking 
about transnational social work? The common focus of both types of migration 
could be access to rights. Citizenship rights are only valuable if they can be 
claimed as ‘rights to have rights’ (Arendt 1951).

TSW as a critical perspective enlarges the picture from the needs of people 
excluded to the mechanisms of exclusion itself. How is normality constructed to 
give way to exclusion? How do mechanisms of ‘othering’ stabilise exclusion? 
TSW challenges norms and normality by pointing to the role global developments 
play in everybody’s lives every day. It also supports the view that crossing borders 
and having plural local connections are resources to draw on. This is true for 
clients but also for social workers. Facing the challenges of movement might 
enable a sensitive knowledge for the questions TSW is most concerned with. 

Note
1  The ‘inside’ of a nation is itself diverse and framed by various power hierarchies. Social 

work acknowledges this diversity in different concepts such as social justice (Austin 
2014), diversity (Appiah 2010) and intersectionality (Pease 2014).
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2 International social work – 
an overview 

Ute Straub 

Why should students, teachers and social workers concern themselves with 
international perspectives in their work? Is social work, on the basis of the varying 
legal situations, not limited to a certain location (Gray and Webb 2008)? Can there 
be such a person as an ‘international social worker’? Further critical questions are: 
isn’t there enough to be done at the local level; isn’t the idea of being globally 
effective perhaps part of the (often disappointed) fantasy of omnipotence that affl icts 
‘do-gooders’, who imagine they can save the world, or does it have something to do 
with professional vanity – with wanting to polish up one’s own image, so as to be 
able to compete with others on the international stage (Webb 2003)? 

On the other hand, global interdependence leads to the situation where 
signifi cant new areas of international responsibilities are opening up, so that the 
tasks and the working environment of social work are changing: 

• Jointly acquired knowledge and exchanges about fi eld projects, teaching and 
research, as well as a global professional literacy strengthen the professional 
profi le regarding the commitment to contribute to solving global social 
problems (Healy 2014: 378).

• Worldwide social upheavals and disturbances, as a result of climate change 
and migration as well as the growing number of refugees, change the focus 
and aims of local social work and demand competencies in new fi elds of 
practice, such as disaster relief and management (Mathbor and Bourassa 2012; 
Dominelli 2014), social development (Midgley 1995; Homfeldt and Reutlinger 
2009) and ecology-oriented approaches (Alston and Besthorn 2012).

• Neoliberalism as a constantly expanding political guideline makes it necessary 
to defend the profession as a politically independent entity (Ferguson 2015; 
Abramowitz 2012).

• Global governance as a political form of globalisation, which also includes 
non-governmental organisations, has become an important dimension of 
international social work (Bähr et al. 2014: 15)

• Social problems have a growing mutual impact, both in industrial and in 
developing countries. Furthermore, innovations in practice with certain target 
groups that have been developed in the global south are also relevant for the 
north, e.g. families or victims/offenders (Straub 2012: 47ff).
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• The self-defi nition of social work as a human rights profession (Staub-Bernasconi 
2008; IASSW 2015) demands the extension of activities beyond national borders.

• Through the formation of international umbrella organisations and various 
global initiatives, most recently the Global Agenda for Social Work and 
Social Development (see below), the profession now is globally present. 

This chapter aims to give an overview of international perspectives in social work. 
The focus will be on the following questions: What formal structures are there in 
international social work? What issues are being discussed? 

Defi nition 
As far as a defi nition of International Social Work (ISW) is concerned, it is 
repeatedly emphasised that a binding defi nition does not exist: it is ‘a slippery 
phrase with various meanings’ (Dominelli 2012: 42). Healy (2001) and Cox and 
Pawar (2006) have to be thanked for the current, most-frequently cited listing of 
the dimensions of international social work. These are as follows: 

• Internationally related domestic practice and advocacy, because as a 
consequence of globalisation, it is no longer possible to work on the local 
level without an international perspective.

• Professional exchange has become inevitable as a result of global 
interdependence. It is necessary, however, to create or expand corresponding 
structures in order to be able to exchange information at different levels 
(teaching, research, and practice).

• International practice1 assumes that social work has the task and the 
competence to actively disseminate professional values, targets and methods.

• International policy development and advocacy describes the political 
dimension of social work, without which it would be impossible to achieve 
the goal of implementing greater social justice.

• Promoting social work around the world as an integrated international 
profession (Cox and Pawar 2006: 20, 25ff) implies that the diversity of the 
profession is taken into account, which can be very different depending on local 
conditions, and also includes the integration of the themes of human rights, 
globalisation, ecology and social development (Cox and Pawar 2006: 19, 37ff).

• In addition, Healy (2014: 369ff) mentions three different directions in which 
ISW is developing: fi rst, as a movement that campaigns for the spread of 
universal standards for practice and training; second, as a form of specifi c 
practice; and third, as a (professional-) political activity which strives to be 
involved in global political developments. 

International organisations 
The three big umbrella organisations,2 the International Association of Schools of 
Social Work (IASSW), the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) 
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and the International Council of Social Welfare (ICSW) form the umbrella for 
social work on the global level and cooperate closely with regional associations in 
Africa, Asia/Pacifi c, Europe, Latin America/Caribbean, and North America. All 
of them trace their origins to the First International Conference of Social Work 
that took place in Paris in 1928 (Healy 2008; Kruse 2009; Lyons and Lawrence 
2009: 108ff). Women played a very important role in national women’s movements 
and associations and, above all, in the International Council of Women (ICW). 
These were partly the same women who joined the women’s and peace movements 
and were responsible for the development of social work as a women’s profession 
(Kniephoff-Knebel 2006; Kruse 2009). 

Although worldwide exchange was interrupted by the Second World War, it 
was possible to revive the international dimension of social work and the 
commitment to human rights and social justice (Cox and Pawar 2006: 55ff; Hall 
2013; Healy and Hall 2009). This article concentrates on a part of each of the 
umbrella organisations; IASSW is used as an example of the historical ups and 
downs of the international collaboration; the commitment to human rights is 
shown through the example of IFSW; and for the ICSW, its development as a 
representational body of NGOs, especially from the global south, is highlighted. 

IASSW 

Its members are universities that offer Social Work as a course of study, but also 
individuals (teachers) can become members. Various European schools of social 
work met in Berlin in 1929 to launch the ‘International Committee of Social 
Work’ (Kniephoff-Knebel and Seibel 2008). The founding members were from 
46 schools from 11 countries. They agreed that the goal should be: ‘to bring about 
an exchange of opinion and experience between schools of social work and to deal 
with all problems of international co-operation of these schools’ (Healy 2008: 2). 

There were great confl icts on the issues of religious ties versus neutrality, and 
nationalistic-militaristic trends versus pacifi sm. The German schools played an 
inglorious role: in 1936 they demanded the resignation of Alice Salomon, a Jew, 
as President of the International Committee and withdrew from the IASSW 
when they were unable to get their way. The fi rst post-war conference took place 
in Paris in 1959. In the following years, the organisation, which thus far had 
been limited to the global north, began to open itself to the global south. For the 
fi rst time, world conferences were held outside Europe and North America 
(Healy and Hall 2009: 251) and with the coming of new members from 
previously colonised, now independent, African and Asian countries, the 
community grew. The 1980s brought, on the one hand, initial contact with 
Eastern European countries and the Soviet Union and, on the other hand, a 
renewed split; there were disagreements on how to deal with the issue of 
apartheid, and regarding the role of the South African Association of Social 
Workers (Healy and Hall 2009: 254), leading to the temporary resignation of the 
Scandinavian schools. In 2004, after 76 years, the fi rst non-northern President, 
Abye Tasse from Ethiopia, was chosen.
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IFSW 

Originally founded in 1932 and called ‘The International Permanent Secretariat of 
Social Workers’, the organisation was renamed ‘The International Federation of 
Social Workers’ at the World Conference in Munich in 1956. Its members are the 
professional associations of social workers worldwide, but only one organisation 
per country is allowed to become a member (if necessary, in a coordinated 
coalition). From the very beginning, the subject of ethics was of particular 
importance, and in 1957, work on compiling the ethical principles of social work 
was begun (Healy and Hall 2009: 245). Since the 1980s, the focus of the IFSW 
has been on human rights: externally, by engaging in public relations, and 
internally, by promoting among its professional members an awareness of their 
own human rights legacy. A human rights commission works actively as an 
advocate for those social workers who are persecuted or arrested because of their 
politically oriented engagement. In addition, the IFSW has published two policy 
documents: ‘Social Work and Human Rights’ (1994) and ‘Social Work and 
Children’s Rights’ (2002) (Hall 2013). Policy statements regarding human rights 
topics are published regularly, most recently on ‘Reproductive Tourism’ (cross-
border reproductive services) and ‘Elderly and Old People’ (IFSW).

ICSW 

Currently, a growing number of more than 80 non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) in the area of social services and social development from 70 countries are 
represented by national committees in the ICSW (ICSW; Healy and Hall 2009: 245). 
Originally called the ‘International Conference of Social Work’, in 1966 the 
organisation was renamed the ‘International Council on Social Welfare’. This was 
done in order to show that members and their activities were not limited to 
professional social work; rather that they cooperate in an inter-disciplinary manner, 
and that through the NGOs, non-professional and para-professional social activists 
could also be included. The preparation for and participation in the UN Summit for 
Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995 showed the importance of the strong 
link between Promoting Social Welfare and the Development Movement. 

Joint activities 

All three organisations have a consultative status with the UN and cooperate 
with various UN organisations: the World Health Organization (WHO), the 
offi ce of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
the Offi ce of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). Of great 
importance for the exchange regarding practice, teaching and policy-oriented 
issues are: (a) international conferences;3 (b) jointly issued professional 
journals;4 and (c) basic policy papers. 

The most important joint policy papers are ‘Ethics in Social Work, Statement 
of Principles’ and ‘Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training of 
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the Social Work Profession’, both of which were published in 2004. In 2010 it 
was decided to revise them every ten years. Discussions about confl icts have 
entered the professional debate in the context of globalisation and post-colonialism 
(Gray et al. 2010; Midgley 2010; Rehklau and Lutz 2009). Thus, new categories 
such as ‘social cohesion’ and ‘social development’ are incorporated. Similarly, 
‘indigenous knowledge’ has been recognised as an essential part of social work 
(Straub 2014). In the past, the worldwide standardisation of (ethical) norms and 
professional standards had been paramount, in order to create a common basis for 
all the disparate members and to make their voices heard regarding the concerns 
of social work on the political level. Now, however, the focus of attention is 
increasingly directed at diversity within the globally active profession itself. 

The ‘Global Standards for the Education and Training of the Social Work 
Profession’ (IASSW) describe the guidelines and goals for schools/universities, 
for the curriculum, internships, the teaching staff and students as well as for the 
administration and management of educational institutions. The latest joint effort 
is the ten-year project ‘Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development’ 
(IFSW), which was publicly launched in 2010. It is supposed to monitor the 
activities of social workers, teachers and practitioners in the area of social work 
and development and make it more visible in the political arena, thus strengthening 
its infl uence. In addition, the content of the Global Agenda complies with the 
UN’s Millenium Development Goals (MDG) and the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda. The monitoring and checking instrument draws on information from 
members about successful approaches in practice and in teaching. 

Critical discussion of internationalisation 
Although there is no doubt that international organisations have contributed a 
great deal to the spread, professionalisation and acceptance of social work, their 
work has long been oriented towards the social work of the global north. It seems 
that the organisations represent less than half the nations of the world (Cox and 
Pawar 2006: 18). This not only raises the question of how representative they are 
but shows as well that social work as a profession still is either not very widespread, 
fails to meet the standards adequately or that the organisations may not be accepted 
as representative. 

Though slowly, but with increasing openness toward diversity in their own 
ranks, global organisations are beginning to open up to the voices of the global 
south (Straub 2012). 

Colonisation/professional imperialism 

In the colonial period, national or church social organisations took over the 
function of supporting the colonial powers in spreading their stance and attitudes 
rather than contributing to local development (Cox and Pawar 2006: 3ff). 
Modernisation theories of the 1950s (Coates et al. 2006: 10ff), based on the idea 
that only through adaptation to northern standards would it be possible to join the 
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modern and ‘civilised’ world, were refl ected in a brutal way in the ‘welfare 
treatments’ of, for example, Canada’s First Nations (Bruyere 2010) and Australia’s 
aborigines (Fejo-King 2014). Even after most of the colonies had become 
‘independent’, the perception ‘West is Best’ continued (and continues), prevailed 
and was shared by many of the local political elites (Cox and Pawar 2006: 5; 
Midgley 2010: 31ff). This shows effects that continue to be felt even today, such 
as a lack of appreciation of, or even disrespect for, local and indigenous values 
and lifestyles (for a list of the fi rst critics of traditional social work see Osei-Hwedie 
and Rankopo 2007: 19). 

In the 1980s, Midgley coined the term ‘professional imperialism’ to describe 
the colonial as well as the current post-colonial export of northern (education and 
training) concepts of social work to countries of the global south. Thirty years 
later, he concluded that not much had changed, especially in regard to standards 
of training, teaching content, accreditation requirements for courses of study and 
the resulting hegemony of northern approaches over the southern education 
market (Cox and Pawar 2006: 6; Midgley 2010). Tamburro argues that the phase 
of colonisation has by no means ended (Tamburro 2013: 4) and demands the 
‘de-colonisation’ of social work. 

The continually recurring debate about universalism versus cultural relativity 
(for the genesis of the debate about universal or differentiated social work see 
Bar-On 2003: 27; Healy 2007) refl ects the increasingly critical attitude in the 
global south towards northern social work. Can action-theoretical approaches that 
were developed in a de-traditionalised and individualising society and in the 
context of an urban environment, industrialisation and ‘social question’ in the 
global north be transferred to developing societies? To what extent are traditional/ 
local approaches considered? These and related questions have not been answered 
conclusively and continue to be discussed at national and international gatherings. 

A further critical objection concerns the possibilities for participation: those 
who are in a position to take part in the discussion about professional development 
on the global stage are usually the academically educated and privileged and not 
grassroots social workers. Financial problems and the lack of internationally 
recognised training and language barriers prevent the majority of social workers 
– even in the IFSW member countries – from participating (Haug 2005). All this 
presents new challenges to the efforts made so far to fi nd internationally accepted 
defi nitions and standards for the profession and its training. 

Social work of the south 

One expression of the resistance to ‘professional imperialism’ is the social work 
of the south, which sets different priorities in both theory and practice. This can be 
seen in the priority of (socio-politically oriented) approaches like social 
development instead of individual help (inherent in the system). 

Established individualising casework and clinical social work are substituted 
by educational and community work and organisation which builds awareness, 
strengthens the community and opposes repression (Pawar and Cox 2009: 25ff; 
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Rehklau and Lutz 2009: 40; Midgley 2010). These approaches are often clearly 
politically oriented and, in contrast to the neoliberal tendencies of the north, they 
call for an active role in bringing about socio-political changes, above all in the 
fi ght against poverty, landlessness and lack of education. Therefore: (a) 
radicalisation is a characteristic of social work of the south. Further characteristics 
are: (b) authentication, which means the focus is placed on local knowledge 
resources and processes; and (c) reconceptualisation – the orientation of social 
work practice toward the existing socio-political situations and efforts to change 
them (Osei-Hwedie and Rankopo 2007: 20; Rehklau and Lutz 2009: 43ff). 

An essential part of the social work of the south is the indigenous approach or 
the ‘indigenisation’ of social work (Gray et al. 2010). In the debate about the 
mutual infl uencing of northern and southern approaches (Osei-Hwedie and 
Rankopo 2007: 20; Rehklau and Lutz 2009: 43ff), Barise describes indigenisation 
as a mainly ‘bottom-up’ process that develops approaches rooted in the local 
context but also adjusts mainstream social work to it (Barise 2005).5 

Conclusion 
Internationalism has been an essential characteristic of social work since its 
beginnings as a profession. This is true in spite of the fact that this dimension was 
lost during the Second World War and could only be regained in the post-war 
years (Pfaffenberger 1994). International contact and exchange have contributed 
greatly to professionalisation and to making the profession and its contribution to 
civil society and social justice more visible all over the world. Activities are 
currently continuing on this point through the Global Agenda, and, at the same 
time, cooperation with the UN is being strengthened and made more effective so 
as to take advantage of synergy effects (IASSW 2015). Critical voices from the 
global south and indigenous groups have ensured that local and cultural/ethnic 
characteristics as well as norms and values of the profession, long considered to 
be laws, have been called into question. Furthermore, the post-colonial legacy has 
been the subject of (self-)critical discussion in international professional debates. 
One challenge is the establishment of areas of practice in which social work can 
bring in its inter-disciplinary competencies and highly fl exible intervention 
possibilities, as, for instance, in the management of natural disasters and fl ows of 
refugees (Cox and Pawar 2006: 356ff). A central future fi eld of activity will be 
(local) social development, which has to become a part of training, practice and 
research as a must, if the profession wishes to be internationally qualifi ed and not 
surrender these tasks to other disciplines (Patel 2009). 

Another topic of international social work in this context will be the question 
about varying training levels (social assistant, social worker, senior social worker), 
so that it will be possible to establish social work in order to meet local requirements 
and needs (Cox and Pawar 2006: 361ff). 

The chief challenge of the coming years, however, will be to counter neoliberal 
developments including marketisation, consumerisation, and managerialisation – 
a tendency that threatens social work in its original function as the advocate for 
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social justice in many countries. Social work is (once again) in danger of becoming 
instrumentalised to carry out policies oriented towards discrimination and 
exclusion. It is necessary to maintain and strengthen its political independence. 
This autonomy is not to be viewed as a privilege, rather as the necessary degree of 
freedom for its commitment to alternative social policies, and bringing about 
social change for the common good (Ferguson 2015). This will depend greatly on 
the extent to which global infl uence is gained through international umbrella 
organisations and their networks. However, this in turn presupposes that the 
nature and content of the proposed advocacy is accepted equally in the global 
north and south. 

Notes
1  This is also valid for transnational social work. For defi nition and differentiation see 

Schwarzer, Chapter 1.
2  This chapter only refers to the big three umbrella organisations; their regional 

associations, which are of course international organisations as well, and other 
international profession-oriented federations like the International Consortium for Social 
Development are not taken into account.

3  E.g. World Conference 2014 in Melbourne, Australia, as well as the next one to be held 
in Seoul, South Korea in 2016.

4  Journals International Social Work and Social Dialogue, a monthly newsletter ‘Global 
Cooperation’.

5  A chronological list of the defi nitions of indigenisation, see Gray and Coates (2010: 26ff).
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3 Towards an integrated 
theoretical framework for 
transnational social work

Arvind Kumar Agrawal

The emerging inter-related world necessitates a social work perspective which has 
to deal with global issues that are neither localised nor nation-specifi c but rather 
have a transnational character such as: increased incidences of communal strife; 
civil war; cross-border confl icts; terrorism; problems of refugees; violence against 
women; hunger; AIDS; environmental degradation etc. ‘Unless we can offer an 
alternative to the struggle between Jihad and McWorld, the epoch on whose 
threshold we stand – post-communist, post-industrial, post-national, yet sectarian, 
fearful, and bigoted – is likely also to be post-democratic’ (Barber 2004). The 
fast-paced powerful juggernaut of globalisation is commonly viewed as a Western 
evil-incarnated ideology out to annihilate non-Western culture, resisted by 
traditional cultural protagonists leading to cultural strife. Besides contributing to 
paranoid, parochial recidivist tribalism as seen in Bosnia, Rwanda, Ossetia and 
Iraq, it seems to drag humanity into new miseries where mostly the weaker 
sections, minorities, women and children suffer.

A theoretical framework for transnational social work has to be based on an 
integrated approach with inputs from all over the world that have in the past 
provided evidence of sustainable solutions to problems and issues faced. Edward 
Said highlights the circulation of ideas and travelling theory in his essay The 
World, the Text and the Critic. He welcomes travelling theories because they can 
unblock intellectual and cultural formations, however, he cautions against ideas 
turning into dogma (Said 1984). The grim reality of a world full of strife and 
problems highlights an urgent need to look for an alternative framework for 
transnational social work.

Referring to the circulation of ideas, Amartya Sen observes:

The misdiagnosis that globalisation of ideas and practices has to be resisted 
because it entails dreaded Westernisation has played quite a regressive part in 
the colonial and postcolonial world. This assumption incites parochial 
tendencies and undermines the possibility of objectivity in science and 
knowledge. It is not only counterproductive in itself; given the global 
interactions throughout history, it can also cause non-western societies to 
shoot themselves in the foot – even in their precious cultural foot.

(Sen 2004: 17)
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In fact, for thousands of years there has been a history of ideas travelling 
worldwide – Amartya Sen argues that in AD 1000 paper, printing press, the 
crossbow, gunpowder, the iron-chain suspension bridge, the kite, the magnetic 
compass, the wheel barrow, the rotary fan all travelled from China to the wider 
world. Similarly, he talks of astronomy, mathematics, including the decimal 
system and zero, travelling from India to Europe via the Arab world, thus laying 
the foundation for the modern scientifi c revolution. He further establishes how 
these ideas on mathematics came back to India later on from Europe through 
‘Western’ education (Sen 2004: 16). 

In view of threatening cultural intolerance, communal hatred and religious 
fanaticism, Hans Kueng proposes ‘a global ethic as a foundation of global society’ 
(Kueng 2004: 44). Defi ning the global ethic he says: ‘Every human being must be 
treated humanely; and what you wish done to yourself, do to others’ (Kueng 2004: 
47). Hans Kueng suggests that the global ethic requires the development of basic 
values of respect for life, freedom, justice, mutual respect, readiness to help, and 
integrity. He concludes by quoting the UN Commission Report on Global 
Governance 1995 (Commission Our Global Neighborhood 1995) on the civil 
ethic that ‘all people share a responsibility to: 

• Contribute to common good;
• Consider the impact of their actions on the security and welfare of others;
• Promote equity, including gender equity;
• Protect the interests of future generations by pursuing sustainable development 

and safeguarding the global commons;
• Preserve humanity’s cultural and intellectual heritage;
• Be active participants in governance; and
• Work to eliminate corruption.’ (Commission Our Global Neighborhood 1995: 49) 

In line with Kueng’s ideas, transnational social work could look for a theoretical 
approach based on the following three elements: 

1 Peaceful co-existence with nature and treating other fellow human beings 
with dignity and compassion;

2 Social justice and sustainable development through a collective and synergetic 
effort to alleviate poverty and misery; and

3 Value pluralism and non-violence that would save humanity from cultural 
extremism including religious extremism. 

In common with most social science disciplines, social work grew in the social 
milieu of the Western hemisphere, in consonance with the evolving religious,1 
cultural,2 political3 and economic4 ethics with the backdrop of industrial and urban 
growth. However, unlike other social sciences, social work, a somewhat nascent 
discipline, rather than working on the epistemology of the discipline, concentrated 
more on developing strategies and methods in the shape of case work, group work 
and community organisation as well as the delivery of services in a professional 
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manner. This chapter is an attempt to look at some of the theories, namely Social 
Capital and Social Network Analysis (Robert Putnam), Empowerment Approach 
(Naila Kabeer) and Justice and Capability Approach (Amartya Sen and Martha 
Nussbaum) in contrast to indigenous approaches from India, namely Jainism; the 
Bishnoi Sect’s philosophy and practices; Gandhian ideas, the Sarvodaya 
movement and Integral Humanism of Pandit Deen Dayal Upadhyaya that could 
be integrated in an epistemologically justifi able manner (sharing the aforementioned 
three elements) to beget an integrated theoretical framework for transnational 
social work. 

Social capital and social network analysis
Robert Putnam (2000) brought the concepts of community, social capital and 
social networking to centre stage of the fast emerging multi-ethnic global society. 
For him the connections among individuals – social networks and norms of 
reciprocity and trust emanating from them – constitute social capital. Social 
capital helps members of densely networked communities to pursue their shared 
goals. He gave two more concepts: bonding – networks between members of 
similar culture sharing communities – and bridging – networks between members 
of dissimilar culture sharing communities. Whilst bonding can potentially lead to 
in-group and out-group formations (if one uses the terminology used by W.G. 
Sumner, in his book Folkways), social cohesion can achieve intercultural 
community bridging in a multi-ethnic society. It is vital for harmonious democracy 
with diversity. Thus, this approach could contribute to a peaceful co-existence 
between human beings and value (cultural) pluralism by community based social 
work in and between communities. In terms of Said’s travelling theory, this 
approach has travelled far and wide, for instance, with an empirical study carried 
out by a Chinese immigrant scholar in New Zealand. 

Empowerment approach 
Julian Rappaport points out that ‘by empowerment I mean our aim should be to 
enhance the possibilities for people to control their own lives’ (Wu 2011: 205). 
Rappaport’s concept of empowerment, ‘conveys both a psychological sense of 
personal control or infl uence and a concern with actual social infl uence, political 
power and legal rights’ (Wu 2011: 121). According to Nina Wallerstein (1992), 
empowerment is a social-action process that promotes participation of people, 
organisations, and communities towards the goals of increased individual and 
community control, political effi cacy, improved quality of community life, and 
social justice. 

Naila Kabeer defi nes empowerment as a process of change by which individuals 
or communities with little or no power gain the power and ability to make life 
choices that affect their lives (Kabeer 1999: 435ff). This notion of empowerment 
is inescapably bound up with the condition of disempowerment and refers to the 
processes by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices 
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acquire such ability. Disempowerment may be understood as (political/legal/
social) restrictions on participation in processes of decision making and the 
expression or enforcement of one’s own interests. It is precisely in this context 
where the social work profession is challenged to support the empowerment of 
people through political refl ection and the exertion of infl uence on the one hand 
– and strengthening individuals in order to speak up for themselves on the other 
hand. This notion of empowerment could contribute to a collective and synergetic 
effort to alleviate poverty and misery. We could say that this idea of empowerment 
already exists in Mahatma Gandhi’s approach: Gandhi sought to empower the 
weak in India as part of his struggle against colonial powers and against a highly 
oppressive and discriminatory traditional feudal system. Gandhi sought to 
empower the poor, oppressed castes, untouchables, minorities and women through 
non-violent means and Sarvodaya (‘welfare’ or ‘rise of all’, implying the welfare 
of the individual is inherently contained in the welfare of all). He was inspired by 
John Ruskin’s book Unto the Last in calling for Sarvodaya. He picked up the 
essence of non-violence and humanism from Jainism, Leo Tolstoy’s book The 
Kingdom of God is within You and the Bible. This is a very clear example of 
travelling theories (Said 1984), from one place to another – and back. Gandhi’s 
concept of Sarvodaya focused on village industries, communal harmony, abolition 
of untouchability, village sanitation, basic education, prohibition, environmental 
preservation (Gandhi said, ‘Nature has enough to meet human need but not for 
human greed’), welfare of tribal communities, women’s welfare, labour welfare 
etc. It advocated the Spartan life, and making village communities self-reliant, 
self-suffi cient and free so that they would stand up for their own rights. 

Gandhi propounded the concept of ‘trusteeship’ for the industrial sector. This 
envisages industrialists as trustees of wealth-generating industries with profi ts 
voluntarily shared with the poor, a precursor perhaps to the twenty-fi rst century’s 
concept of corporate social responsibility. Gandhi advocated the awakening of 
consciousness of people for voluntary help to reduce inequalities, completely in 
line with the three elements as a common basis for social work suggested above. 

In social work one of the key methods of empowerment is through advocacy, 
seen as public and professional support concerning the recommendation of a 
particular cause or policy, with the aim to infl uence decisions within political, 
bureaucratic and economic institutions and systems. However, Kabeer (1999) 
clarifi es that those who stand to gain most from such advocacy carry very little 
clout compared to those people who set the agendas in major policy-making 
institutions. Thus empowerment is about change, choice and power, but its scope 
and relevance will be determined by the context, i.e., by the socio-cultural and 
political conditions that affect people’s options. Furthermore, for empowerment 
to come into being there are three dimensions of power that need to be realised: 
resources, agency and achievements. Resources – economic, human and social – 
are necessary preconditions; agency refers to people’s capacity to defi ne their own 
life-choices and to pursue their own goals; and achievements are assessed in terms 
of the outcomes and the constraints in achieving the desired goals or ends (Kabeer 
1999: 435). Gandhi used his tools of non-violent resistance and advocacy to 
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persuade oppressive racist regimes in South Africa and India to amend policies 
and laws in favour of discriminated, oppressed and poor people. Gandhi led the 
great struggle for freedom based on non-violent, peaceful and passive resistance 
through empowerment, mass awakening and mass participation to achieve 
independence for India from British colonial power. 

Justice and capability approach
Amartya Sen (1992) proposes an approach concerned with human capabilities and 
freedom. Often poverty is understood as capability deprivation; one could be 
deprived because of ignorance, state repression, lack of resources or traditional 
cultural constraints such as caste-related oppressive barriers. Sen differentiates 
between commodities, human functioning/capability and utility (e.g. happiness). 
By capability he means that people are able to attain goals and achieve something 
for themselves. Often freedom is defi ned in a rather narrow and negative way, i.e. 
the absence of any kind of coercion. However, it does not always include effective 
or substantive freedom in the sense of participation and shared decision making. 
For instance, there is no law to prevent a poor student pursuing higher studies in 
an expensive elite university but if he/she cannot afford it then he/she does not 
have substantive freedom. Another example refers to people with disabilities or 
mental health problems, who were long denied personal autonomy and independent 
living until social movements for Independent Living in the USA and UK gained 
infl uence in order to change restrictive policies and attitudes in the 1970s. 

Hence, Sen believes that a key measure of human well-being is that a person’s 
real quality of life is linked to their degree of substantive freedom. He believes 
that opulence of income or commodities in a nation or utility in terms of happiness 
and/or desire fulfi lment does not lead to human well-being or deprivation 
amelioration; instead a more direct approach is required that focuses on human 
functioning(s) and the capability to achieve valuable functioning(s) that would 
lead to deprivation amelioration. 

This theory recognises human heterogeneity and diversity, group disparities 
(such as gender, race, class or age) and different cultural and human specifi cities 
in terms of values and aspirations. However, Robert Sugden raises the question as 
to ‘how far Sen’s framework is operational’ (Sugden 1993: 1953) and notes that 
there is a great deal of disagreement about the nature of a good life (Sugden 
1993: 1952f). Nussbaum (1988: 176) criticises Sen for not providing a coherent 
list of important capabilities. Charles Beitz (1986: 282ff) criticises Sen for making 
the general agreement on inter-personal comparison of well-being about the 
valuation of capabilities. Sen is nevertheless optimistic about achieving agreement 
about evaluations (Sen 1985: 53ff). This discussion could contribute to value 
pluralism as advocated before.

In this context, Pandit Deen Dayal Upadhyaya (1965) provides a model of 
‘Integral Humanism’ quite like Gandhi’s Sarvodaya. Upadhyaya speaks of 
appropriate technology as opposed to arbitrary mechanisation, advocates 
sustainable consumption and sets out principles of corporate ethics and social 
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responsibility. This is in line with sustainable development and a peaceful 
co-existence with nature. This also goes well with the concept of substantive 
freedom advocated by Sen. Subramanian Swamy (2010) writes:

Integral Humanism recognized that in a democratic market economy an 
individual has technical freedom of choice but the system without safeguards 
fails to accommodate the varying capabilities and endowments of a human being. 
Since the concept of survival of the fi ttest prevails in such a system, therefore 
some individuals achieve great personal advancement while others get trampled 
on or disabled in the ensuing rat race. We need to build a safety net into our 
policy for the underprivileged or disabled while simultaneously rewarding the 
meritorious or gifted. Otherwise, the politically empowered poor in a democracy 
who are in a majority will clash with the economically empowered rich who are 
the minority, thereby causing instability and upheaval in a market system.

(Swamy 2006: 82) 

Going beyond Sen, Nussbaum (2000) develops the capability approach further 
into a more explicit political theory of universal justice and rights. While she 
agrees with Sen that quality of life cannot be appropriately measured by Gross 
National Product, she differs from Sen in arguing that substantive freedom alone 
can lead to human well-being (Nussbaum 2000: 70ff). She defi nes human 
capability as the capability to function well and provides a defi nitive list of ‘central 
human capabilities’ as (Ibid.: 72ff): (i) Life (defi ned as ‘being able to live to the 
end of a human life of normal length’) (Ibid.: 78); (ii) Bodily health; (iii) Bodily 
integrity; (iv) Senses, imagination and thought; (v) Emotions; (vi) Practical 
reason; (vii) Affi liation; (viii) Other species; (ix) Play; and (x) Political and 
material control over one’s environment. She further adds that this list ‘isolates 
those human capabilities that can be of central importance in any human life, 
whatever else the person pursues or chooses’ (Ibid.: 74). She also claims that the 
list represents ‘years of cross cultural discussion’ (Ibid.: 76). This list is ‘based on 
the commonness of myths and stories from many times and places’ that reveal 
‘what it is to be human rather than something else’ (Nussbaum 1990: 217). 
Nussbaum further points out that the items in her list are ‘core ideas’ that constitute 
good human life with dignity. For Nussbaum, ‘dignifi ed free being [is] who shapes 
his or her own life in co-operation and reciprocity with others’, rather than being 
passively shaped or pushed by the world in the manner of ‘fl ock’ or ‘herd’ animal 
(Nussbaum 2000: 72). She also clarifi es unambiguously that the various 
capabilities do not form any hierarchy (Ibid.: 81). Rejecting cultural relativism, 
Nussbaum argues that the capability approach accommodates cultural diversity in 
many ways and that the list is a product of refl ection across cultures and across 
time, therefore it is open and subject to constant revision (Ibid.: 77). This list is 
capable of ‘multiple realisability’ in different ways and in different cultures. 

Human well-being requires that people enjoy certain basic capabilities to do and 
be what they want to be in any culture or society. For Nussbaum, it is common for 
all humanity and not confi ned to any cultural/nation specifi c situation (Nussbaum 
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and Cohen 1996: 7). As such, it could also be a helpful approach in line with our 
three basic elements. In this context, the above approach can be augmented with 
ideas of cognitive pluralism (anekandtavada) or scepticism enshrined in the 
philosophy of Jainism, enunciating a relativism that shuns all kinds of dogmas, 
absolutism and respects all possible points of views (Agrawal 2004: 223ff). This 
cognitive pluralism believes that every proposition is true only up to a certain 
extent as illustrated by the 2,500-year-old Jain legend of the seven blind men and 
the elephant (Wallace 1969). At the philosophical and intellectual levels this 
doctrine promotes ahimsa or non-violence of thoughts and ideas, and compassion. 

Thus the combined approach of Sen, Nussbaum, Upadhyaya and the cognitive 
pluralism within Jainism (anekandtavada) can provide a fundamental political 
substratum to be ingrained in all constitutional guarantees, human rights laws and 
development policy of any society. 

Coming back to Said’s ‘travelling theory’, Jainism indeed infl uenced many 
thinkers and social reformers (Long 2009) directly or indirectly, such as Gandhi, 
the Dalai Lama, Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela, Cesar Chavez and Thich 
Nhat Hanh who have followed the path of non-violence in order to infl uence 
social change positively. 

In fact, one of the earliest known precursors of environmental movements in an 
effective non-violent manner came from India through Bishnoi religious 
philosophy and history. Bishnoi religious principles require the community to 
adhere to eco-friendly and sustainable practices such as protecting trees and 
animals; being simple, truthful, tolerant pacifi sts; and forbidding adultery, 
addiction and intoxication of any kind. The commitment of the Bishnoi to 
environmental preservation made history. In 1730, a local king needed wood for 
construction of a new fortress. Therefore, his soldiers went to nearby villages to 
cut down Khejri trees (Prosopis cineraria) that grow under harsh arid conditions 
and provide shade, fodder and fruit. Local Bishnoi community members hugged 
the trees and offered themselves to be killed before any axe harmed the trees. 
Consequently, on 9 September 1730, 363 lives were lost in saving trees. As a 
consequence, the local king had to rescind his orders and make environmental 
conservation a state policy. This incident inspired the ‘Chipko (Hug) Movement’ 
in post-independent India in the Uttarakhand region in 1977 led by Chandi Prasad 
Bhatt and Sundar Lal Bahuguna. It has inspired theorists of eco-feminism 
including Vandana Shiva (Shiva 2009) and Chandra Mohanty (Mohanty 2003). 

Towards an integrated theoretical paradigm for transnational social 
work: conclusion 
In the wake of present day global issues, an integrated approach of ideas from all 
over the world (in terms of Said’s ‘travelling theory’) with pacifi st principles is 
needed for a theoretical framework to beget practical strategies and methods in 
transnational social work. The basic tenets of this integrated theoretical framework 
should comprise the values of peaceful co-existence and value pluralism, human 
rights, individual liberties, free trade, liberal democratic governance along with 
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preservation of environment, Sarvodaya, non-violence (ahimsa), truthfulness, 
trusteeship and cognitive pluralism (anekandtavada). 

After delineating these elements the next major requirement is to devise strategies 
for transnational social work practitioners according to the following stages: 

1 Social work focuses on problem solving and aims at helping individuals, 
within their own environment, to solve their problems using different methods 
such as social casework, social group work or community organisation. In the 
fi rst stage, for this integrated theoretical framework to succeed, social work 
professionals have to be sensitised to develop strong personal conviction and 
commitment concerning the principles of empowerment, justice and capability. 

2 In stage two, committed social work professionals develop an attitude to 
strengthen the social consciousness of communities and the self-help 
capabilities of individuals with a missionary zeal and fi erce commitment.

3 In stage three, communities and individuals should be empowered, leading to 
community determination (as exemplifi ed by the Bishnoi Community in 
preserving the environment or to some an extent as demonstrated by 
volunteers of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh).

4 The fi nal stage would involve raising up the collective power of the people as 
a whole that would break the status quo and create an ethos for a system that 
is in the interest of all as witnessed in the non-violent struggle against 
colonialism led by Gandhi. This would aim for a transparent, accountable, 
democratically decentralised, free society based on human dignity and human 
rights. Such a set-up may be supported by competent social workers who 
contribute to the empowerment of people in order to fi ght discrimination, 
exploitation and oppression. 

To some sceptics, this may appear to be utopia but there is enough empirical 
evidence from the last century wherein positive social reformation took place 
through non-violent, peaceful and passive resistance brought about by collective 
will, awakening people’s consciousness and collective determination. Examples 
are as follows: 

• End of oppressive British colonialism in India under the charismatic 
leadership of Gandhi;

• End of racial discrimination in 1960 in the USA, brought on by the efforts of 
Martin Luther King;

• End of apartheid in South Africa under the charismatic leadership of Nelson 
Mandela;

• Successful continuity of environmental movements of the Bishnoi (1730) and 
Chipko (Hug) movement (1977); and 

• Pursuance of vegetarianism as well as non-use of intoxicants by the Bishnoi. 

Hence, this integrated theoretical framework for transnational social work, too, 
can succeed if applied sincerely in its true spirit. 
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Notes
1  Evolution of Protestant Ethics (Calvinist ethics) favouring growth of industrial capitalism 

as captured by Max Weber in his classical work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism (1996).

2  The cultural ethics after the French Revolution that took over all of Europe.
3  Evolution of the Nation State after the Westphalian Treaty and the historic document 

of Magna Carta, besides the evolution of modern bureaucracy as analysed by Max 
Weber (1996).

4  Evolution and growth of capitalism and industrialisation over feudalism in Europe.
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4 Social work as a human rights 
profession?

Dagmar Oberlies

Social work is often characterised as a ‘human rights profession’ (UN 1994). In its 
Ethical Principles, the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) 
describes social work as ‘based on respect for the inherent worth and dignity of all 
people, and the rights that follow from this. Social Workers should uphold and 
defend each person’s physical, psychological, emotional and spiritual integrity 
and well-being’ (IFSW 2012b). Moreover, the Federation makes repeated 
reference to human rights in its global educational standards and requires 
educational institutions to educate students regarding the basic questions of human 
rights and international human rights instruments (IFSW 2012b, Subsection 8.8).

Human rights appear as something general, as something ‘you cannot not 
want’, and therefore face persistent criticism from postcolonial theory for their 
paradoxes and limitations (Spivak 1991: 235), and also from a humanistic 
perspective regarding their use in justifying international interventionism 
(Chandler 2006). However, the stance that human rights offer a non/anti-neoliberal 
idea (Staub-Bernasconi 2007) is, at best, unhistorical (Joas 2006) and socially 
romantic, and at worst misleading, since the freedom to act and contract is one of 
the oldest human rights (Weber 1976; Joas 2006). Therefore, human rights might 
better be viewed as a hybrid construct, which provides arguments on many sides 
but no clear orientation. 

Derivation of human rights
There is no unanimity on the question of exactly when or where the recognition of 
human rights began: while many start with antiquity (e.g. the Cyrus Cylinder, 
about 600 BC), lawyers might point to the (hard-won) Magna Carta of 1215, which 
prohibited arbitrary arrests. Still others see its intellectual origins in the 
Enlightenment or in the revolutionary and independence movements of the late 
eighteenth century. Contrary to these Euro-centric interpretations, Sen refers to 
early roots in Asia (Sen 2004). 

There is also no uniform opinion on how religious values (altruism etc.) have 
infl uenced the intellectual history of human rights. Often enough, human rights 
had to be enforced against religious institutions (Joas 2013: 40). However, 
protestant dissenters who fl ed to America to escape religious persecution had an 
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important infl uence on the formulation of the Declaration of Independence (Joas 
2006, 2013: 40). This is evident even today in how differently western and 
Islamic countries understand freedom of belief – as the right to change one’s 
belief (western), and the right to profess one’s belief without interference (see 
Article 10 of the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam). But still, the fact 
that human rights principles of the late eighteenth century have survived (with 
only the ‘right to resist’, originally also considered a ‘human right’, falling by the 
wayside), and are a worldwide reference point, shows their ‘weight’ as an idea 
– and as an emancipation project: just think of the abolition of slavery or of 
female suffrage. 

The modern history of human rights begins with the atrocities of Nazi Germany, 
whose crimes against humanity effectively unifi ed nations in the formulation of 
basic values and standards. Today all 193 recognised countries of the world are 
members of the United Nations and accept its founding Charter, including the 
obligation to protect human rights (Art. 1 No. 3). Since the founding of the United 
Nations, the instruments for the protection of human rights have been continually 
refi ned: if the right to civil and political freedom was the initial rallying point 
(fi rst generation), economic and social rights were subsequently formulated 
(second generation), and supplemented by a third generation of collective rights, 
including rights for ethnic and cultural minorities. 

Table 2.1 lists the UN conventions and protocols since 1969 and their ratifi cation 
by the countries included in this book. 

Currently, there are efforts to develop human rights with respect to sexual 
orientation and gender identity: a Resolution to this effect by the UN General 
Assembly has been signed by 95 (western) countries; whereas 54 – predominantly 
Islamic countries – have expressly rejected this Resolution. 

The theory of human rights

Human rights are consensus builders – including through their formulation. In his 
theory of human rights, Sen (2004: 339) describes human rights as values that are 
widely supported regardless of how repressive the system is and that they would 
fi nd broader acceptance if they could be discussed openly. 

Human rights as a claim for respect

In the light of traditional (philosophical) understanding, human rights are ‘natural’ 
(inherent), i.e. pre-state rights, which can be claimed not only vis-à-vis govern-
ments but vis-à-vis all people. Every person has a right to be respected by others 
and is obliged to respect others. Therefore, human rights have been called ‘moral 
rights’ or ‘ethical demands’ (Sen 2004). They demand the same moral respect for 
and from all people – regardless of their national origin, gender, sexual orientation 
or ethnic, cultural or religious backgrounds (Benhabib 2007: 7). Therefore, human 
rights should apply equally to all individuals, i.e. they should be universal and 
egalitarian, and should not exclude anyone anywhere.
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Two questions arise when this stance is taken as a starting point: the question 
of the enforceability of moral rights (Sen 2004; Benhabib 2007) and the 
additional question of who is obliged to grant these moral ‘rights’ (Nussbaum 
2003: 37). This approach assumes that everyone knows what ‘respect for human 
dignity’ and ‘the right to its recognition’ mean. It does not defi ne concepts but 
takes their ‘natural’ meaning for granted. However, this matter has been 
disputed over the centuries. Current questions are: Is there an ‘entitlement to 
respect’ (Appiah 2010) or does ‘recognition’ have to be earned (Internet 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy)? 

Human rights as a postulate of equality

The U.S. Declaration of Independence (1776) asserted the equality of all ‘men’ to 
be ‘self-evident’. Nevertheless, women (and slaves) were excluded from the 
category of ‘men with rights’ (Hunt 2007: 148). The distinction between civil 
rights, which presuppose ‘membership’, and human rights, which belong to all 
people, also highlights this problem (Hunt 2007: 184). Even today, conventions 
against racial discrimination contain permissions to treat ‘foreigners’ differently 
(Arts. 1, par 2 of ICERD and 3, par 2 of Directive 2000/78/EC). So, what does 
‘equality’ mean in the face of obvious differences? 

Human rights as a commitment to (social) justice

The concept of equality is closely linked to the question of social justice 
(Nussbaum 2003). Again, the defi nition of ‘just’ is subject to a (diffi cult) 
theoretical debate. There appears to be no dispute that opportunities must be 
equally distributed within a society (distributive justice). However, the extent to 
which wealth may be ‘redistributed’ is subject to controversial discussion 
(re-distributive justice) since there is also something ‘unjust’ about taking 
things away from people. Rawls (1999) focuses on the question of fairness: he 
argues that social inequality is only justifi ed if it is advantageous to all. By 
contrast, Sen (2004, 2005, 2009) and Nussbaum (2003) wish everybody to 
receive as much as is needed to create lives with the greatest possible 
opportunities (capabilities). Human Rights are then ‘entitlements to capabilities’ 
(Sen 2005). Perceptions of social justice reveal a three-tier concept: (1) equal 
opportunities and/or rights, including equal access to resources; (2) fairness for 
and acceptance of everyone, embracing or tolerating differences among diverse 
groups, and acting ethically towards other people regardless of group 
membership; and (3) promoting justice and combating injustice and unfair 
treatment, especially for oppressed or disadvantaged groups. This implies that 
social justice means, ‘actively working or doing something to promote social 
justice … such as working to empower people from diverse groups, or doing 
something about injustices’ (Torres-Harding et al. 2014: 59). However, putting 
the idea into practice is yet another challenge that social work has to face 
(Hytten and Bettez 2011). 
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Human rights as rights of the individual

However, the history of human rights is best described as a process, ‘in which 
every single human being has increasingly, and with ever-increasing motivational 
and sensitising effects, been viewed as sacred, and this understanding has been 
institutionalised in law’ (Joas 2013: 5). As Pinker puts it, human rights are a 
humanitarian revolution in the rise of empathy and the regard for human life 
(Pinker 2011: 175). Nevertheless, even if one places the individual at the centre, 
it is not easy to derive decision-making processes for social work, e.g.

• While it is easy to agree that there is no such thing (and should not be) as 
euthanasia, meaning ‘life not worth living’, abortion law in some countries 
such as Germany ‘allow(ed)’ an abortion if there was a danger that the child 
might be disabled (§ 218a, par 4 of the German Criminal Code [StGB]). 

• While there is an agreement on the principle of ‘inclusion’ of children with 
disabilities in mainstream institutions, the German Federal Constitutional 
Court had to decide a case where the admission of children with brittle bone 
disease to an (integrative) Kindergarten could physically endanger them 
(BVerfG 1 BvR 91/61).

• While the ‘right of persons with disabilities to freely and responsibly decide 
on the number of their children’ (Art. 23, par 1) is unquestioned, it might 
result – in practice – in children with develop mental disorders because their 
main contact is with their mentally challenged parents.

Moreover, the very idea of the individual endowed with (sacrosanct) rights is seen 
critically from a global perspective: e.g. the African Human Rights Charter emphasises 
obligations of the individual toward family, society, the state, and other communities, 
including the ‘international community’ (Art. 27), alongside rights and freedoms. 

Summarising

The concept of ‘human rights’ is anything but ‘crystal clear’ (Nussbaum 2003: 37). 
Its acceptability is purchased at the price of leaving underlying questions 
unanswered: what does human dignity mean exactly and when is it violated? How 
can we conceptualise ‘equality’ in a World of Inequality (Sennett 2002)? Do we 
all mean the same by ‘freedom of belief’ (see Art 18 ICCPR vs. Art 10 of the 
Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam)? Why is marriage entitled to special 
protection (Art. 16 UDHR) – but not people who live alone? 

A human rights orientation should not be understood as a timeless ‘morality’, 
but describes a process of continuous debate among competing interests and 
social relationships. However, unlike national law, the discussion lacks an arena 
within which the process of universalisation can be organised: 

• On an international level, there is no elected parliament which could conduct 
a public debate (with a claim to representation). 
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• There are no adversarial proceedings in which various points of view can be 
argued on an international level.

• The arena of science has human rights specialists, but they do not refl ect all 
parts of the world, especially not a balanced ratio. 

The question remains: who defi nes human rights once we leave the moral high 
ground to look at the world from the grass roots? 

Human rights in practice
Human rights as a government guarantee

Shortly after the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights , Hannah 
Arendt pointed out that not all people have the right to have rights, but ‘only … citizens 
of the most prosperous and civilized countries’ (Arendt 1951: 275). The authors of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights  wanted to protect these (moral) rights for all 
through the rule of law (Preamble). Therefore, human rights documents place obligations 
on signatory states (see Art. 2 of ICERD/CEDAW/CRC and Art. 4 of the ICRPD). 

International human rights are commitments made by various states: they place 
no obligations on any state that does not place them on itself. Even after ratifi cation, 
each state itself decides how to implement the obligations it has assumed into 
national law. ‘Development aid’ is often used as leverage to convince countries to 
implement human rights (see Art. 32 CRPD). Reports must be made at regular 
intervals, on the progress in implementing rights. Inappropriate implementation is 
denounced in ‘recommendations’ made by the competent UN Commission. 
Increasingly, human rights are being included in national constitutions – although 
being idealised as being supranational (Luhmann 1995: 233). Violations of law 
can be punished and social rights can be demanded this way. Social services are 
expected to support and protect such aggrieved parties. This system is, however, 
not without problems, since it is often the governments themselves that disregard 
human rights – as in the time of Hannah Arendt. 

Human rights as the everyday business of professionals

Sen sees ‘a radical contrast between an arrangement-focused concept of justice 
and a realization-focused understanding: the latter must, for example, concentrate 
on the actual behaviour of people, rather than presuming compliance by all with 
ideal behaviour’ (Sen 2009: 7). Therefore, in his considerations, he speaks of an 
‘imperfect’ obligation (Sen 2004: 321), i.e. an obligation of an unspecifi ed degree 
upon every person to advocate a right of mutual respect at all times and places. 

Professional ethics

The idea of human rights has been codifi ed into specifi c ethical principles for 
social work professionals (IFSW 2012b). These principles place an obligation on 
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social workers to oppose discrimination, recognise diversity, allocate resources 
equitably, object to unjust practices, and work against social exclusion and for an 
inclusive society. Ife has identifi ed some issues with respect to the practice of 
social work: language, the labelling and handling of clients, supervision and 
training, structures, modes of operation, and boundaries as well as personnel 
selection (Ife 2012: 256). 

The question remains: who decides on the choice of means – the ‘affected 
parties’ or the ‘experts’? Social workers have largely seen themselves as the 
‘protectors’ of human rights. This is surprising since encroachments on human 
autonomy, i.e. potential violations of human rights, are inherent in social work 
(Sennett 2002: 215). This ambivalence necessitates a focus on: 

• Professional self-concept, particularly one’s personal attitude toward clients;
• (Constant and institutionalised) evaluation of one’s own actions and their – 

intended and unintended – effects; and
• Openness of structures and the ‘inclusiveness’ of institutions, both with 

respect to social work practitioners and their clients. 

Concluding, three central mandates can be identifi ed: 

• Protection of individuals against violations of their ‘rights’ (freedom, needs);
• Opposition to systematic ‘rights violations’ and the denial of opportunities;
• Education in human rights and guarantees of institutional precautions.

Organised advocacy and the mainstreaming of human rights

In all ‘organized advocacy’ (Sen 2004: 343) a central role is played by the media 
and lobbying groups, collecting information, contributing to the debate, launching 
campaigns and undertaking supportive projects. They publicise the human rights 
implications of decisions and expose violations of rights: human rights, says 
Luhmann (1995: 234), are recognised in their infringement.

A form of human rights orientation is the ‘rights-based approach’ and the request 
for ‘mainstreaming’ human rights. Human rights become the central focus of 
development and implementation of programmes and projects. However, a problem 
arises when social movements set a (human rights) agenda, which makes it diffi cult 
for individuals and organisations outside of the mainstream to be heard, and to 
obtain funding (Kennedy 2004). At times, the question may be raised whether the 
human rights discourse itself is a part of hegemonic (dominant) cultures.

Education and standards

The Global Standards for the Education of the Social Work Profession (IFSW 
2012a) can serve as an example of this. A comparison with the German Social 
Work qualifi cations framework clarifi es the differences between human-rights-
oriented and service-oriented approaches.
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The Global Standards favour ‘a critical understanding of how socio-structural 
inadequacies, discrimination, oppression, and social, political and economic injustices 
impact human functioning and development at all levels, including the global’ (IFSW 
2012b) rights-based approach. They require the ‘ability to deal with the complexities, 
subtleties, multi-dimensional, ethical, legal and dialogical aspects of power’ (Ibid.), 
and aim at ‘refl ecting cultural and ethnic diversity, and gender analysis’ (Ibid.), 
allowing people to form relationships, and treating all persons with respect and dignity. 

In contrast, the German Social Work qualifi cations framework 5.1 focuses on: 
knowledge, description, analysis and evaluation, planning and conceptualisation, 
organisation, argumentation and problem solving – and therefore can be seen as a 
service-oriented approach. 

The exercising of rights

What conditions must exist so people can exercise their rights? What does it mean 
for the affected parties when advocacy and empowerment are components of an 
approach? How can clients of social interventions, ‘subalterns’, speak and be 
heard (Spivak et al. 2008)? Persons living without papers, who work, might not be 
able to exercise their rights under the employment relationship not – as students 
often assume – because they have no such rights but because they fear legal 
consequences resulting from their residence status. This example shows that we 
can fail to empower people if we encourage someone to exercise his or her rights. 
At the same time, social work has to answer questions such as to what extent can 
the profession grant rights to its own clients: do they really have the right to make 
an autonomous decision (Sennett 2002: 215)? 

In summary

The formulation of Educational Standards or Qualifi cation Frameworks does not 
relieve individual social workers and the profession as such from answering – for 
itself and for others – what constitutes the professional core. At the centre of this 
discussion is the tension between managing realities and changing them. The 
characterisation of social work as a ‘human rights profession’ appears to offer 
such self-positioning and self-description. After all, the Inter national Federation 
of Social Workers (IFSW), the International Association of Schools of Social 
Work (IASSW), and more than 80 professional associations worldwide have 
adopted these principles and standards. However, how they shape the self-image 
of the profession primarily depends on how they are implemented in practice. 

The connection between human rights and social work
Social justice

The history of social work is closely linked to so-called social questions: 
impoverishment, hunger, existential insecurity, urbanisation, migration. Today 
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these matters are again (or still) global questions. In the past, social work included 
organising social aspects against the prevailing conditions. Debate over 
‘professionalisation’ seems to have replaced the debate over social goals and 
conditions. The question is whether and, if so, how, the discourse on human rights 
can refocus the debate. Human rights, as individual rights to freedom, tempt one 
to push the plight of individuals to the forefront. Having said this, such rights can 
only be understood in a global context and implemented from a ‘person-in-
environment’ perspective. 

Individuals as the focus of social work

Social environments embody ‘resources’ and ‘repression’ at the same time. 
Traditions, religious practices, or even group pressures are often the starting point for 
– if not the cause of – human rights violations. This necessitates a discussion of how 
social work makes individuals the focus of its work. Sennett charges that ‘organized 
welfare services’ (Sennett 2002: 215) do not accept that their clients are capable of 
determining the conditions of their dependency: only those who accord the weak 
their autonomy leave them their dignity, writes Sennett (2002: 317). Following a 
defi nition by the German Federal Constitutional Court, clients should not become 
‘objects’ of social work. This presents social workers with the diffi cult task of 
addressing their clients and not their affl ictions (Khan and Miles 2011), in other 
words, making dealing with needs of the individual – and not the social structure 
causing these needs – the focus of any action. As Kennedy (2004) points out, it is 
important that social work takes people’s aspirations for emancipation seriously. 

Protection of minorities

Fear of the ‘tyranny of the majority’ (Tocqueville et al. 2010: 410) is very real for 
social minorities. The human rights discourse could demonstrate its greatest 
strengths here: by claiming equal respect for all people, despite – or even because of 
– their differences. Social work is not a natural ally here. Not without reason does 
Foucault (1977: 304) include ‘teacher–judge’ and ‘social worker–judge’ as part of 
the ‘normalizing power’ that measures, evaluates, diagnoses, and differentiates the 
normal from the abnormal. Sennett’s question as to how much autonomy, i.e. 
deviation, among its subjects is tolerated by social work is also relevant here (Sennett 
2002). Only if social work honestly appreciates the stubbornness, the deviation, and 
the otherness of its clients (and not so much the colourful bouquet of diversities) can 
it support minorities in their ‘right’ to deviate from the norm. 

Outlook: inclusion of a global perspective
In his history of violence, Pinker considers the Declaration of Human Rights to be 
a ‘signal event’: ‘Each component’, he writes, ‘of the war-friendly mind set 
– nationalism, territorial ambition, an international culture of honor, popular 
acceptance of war, and indifference to its human costs – went out of fashion in 
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developing countries’ (Pinker 2011: 257). In turn, social human rights have 
signifi cantly improved the economic situation in poorer countries in the last 30 
years; halved the number of people living on less than one USD per day; improved 
school enrolments; reduced mother and child mortality rates; and increased access 
to safe drinking water (UN News on MDG). Recent history speaks for itself – 
despite all criticism of the details. However, the ‘international community’ has 
failed in at least two major areas: 

1 Women: only two of the 130 so-called developing countries have equal 
participation of girls in primary education. Violence against women continues 
to be the greatest criterion for exclusion. It might take 150 years for women 
to receive worldwide equal pay for equal work.

2 Trade and the environment: trade barriers have not been dismantled; customs 
imposed by rich countries on imports from poor countries continue. CO2 
emissions have increased by 46 per cent worldwide since 1990 (UN Goal 7). 

It is of some concern that the societal commitment of students of social work has 
had a tendency to decrease and idealistic motives are seldom seen. The reason 
may be that social workers feel more effective when working with (indigent) 
individuals than with respect to social conditions or within the global context. 
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Part II

Country profi les
Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang

Introduction
During the past decades, interest in transnationalism as a concept and in 
transnational social work as a disciplinary approach has intensifi ed. The following 
part of the book presents country profi les of all the countries included in the case 
studies presented in Part III of this book, because we think that on global and 
transnational issues the ‘local’ answer can refl ect a very practical way of (social) 
intervention. ‘Local’, however, must be understood in a wider context – nowadays 
as much shaped by global implications (globalisation) as by local or national 
frameworks. These frameworks are infl uenced by a number of aspects such as 
specifi c historical, legal, political, social and cultural implications. That is why we 
asked for a ‘national’ description – laid out in the following country profi les – of 
statutory, social and professional foundations concerning the countries presented 
in this book. The country profi les all follow the same structure, providing basic 
information on national data and statistics, historical background, legislation and 
policy as well as current debates and major challenges in relation to professional 
social work concerning education, policy and practice. 

The country profi les aim to provide an overview on national particulars and 
developments relevant to an understanding of the emergence and the role of 
professional social work within its wider framework of national social policy. We 
are aware that within the restricted scope of a book it is not possible to provide a 
more detailed account on these issues. Therefore, the authors were asked to outline 
selective aspects, initiatives, reforms and debates concerning national policy 
foundations and professional social work to illustrate national characteristics and 
allow a deeper understanding of the case studies presented in Part III of the book. 

Part II thus includes country profi les of China, France, Germany, Great Britain, 
India, Israel, Malaysia, and Turkey. The selection of countries (and authors) is 
based on the academic exchange during the international summer schools held in 
Frankfurt in 2013 and 2014. A number of criteria are relevant to explain the 
limited selection of countries: fi rst, it is not explicitly intended to work along 
continental structures (Asia and Europe), because we argue that countries such as 
China and Malaysia should not simply be summarised or categorised as ‘typically’ 
Asian. Second, the aim is to avoid simple classifi cations and provide exemplary 



but more in-depth knowledge on a smaller number of individual countries. Third, 
the number of countries should also be manageable and thus limited. 

Historically, social work as a profession grew mainly out of the development of 
social welfare policies and programmes in Judeo-Christian and Muslim countries 
(Leighninger 2008) which may be seen as a common link between the majority of 
countries included in this book. The major aim is to foster the transnational 
transfer of social work policies, practices and ideas. We consider the respective 
national frameworks – i.e. historical contexts, welfare state context and social 
work training and education – as important background knowledge in 
understanding the development of social work in each country. 

Principally, the countries presented show individual national approaches 
concerning transnational issues in social work practice and particular ways in 
dealing with cultural, linguistic, political, socioeconomic and professional barriers. 
To a great extent these countries share similar problems and common social 
challenges in the twenty-fi rst century but they also show differences concerning 
policy foundations and potential solutions for (trans-)national social questions. 

It is diffi cult to compare the countries by using specifi c criteria which could be 
applied to all of them and which have infl uenced welfare state development as well 
as professional social work and social service provision. Some countries feature a 
strong secular orientation (China, France, Germany, Great Britain) while in other 
countries politics and social service provision is shaped by more or less fundamental 
religious infl uences (India, Israel, Malaysia and increasingly also Turkey). 

In terms of economic developments, China, India and Malaysia may be seen as 
countries still in the process of growing industrialisation and on their way to 
developing a welfare state, while countries such as France, Germany and Great 
Britain are considered as post-welfare states infl uenced by strong neo-liberal 
policies and growing privatisation of the social sector. 

While some of the countries presented are characterised by a rather strong national 
ethnic and cultural heterogeneity, such as China, India or Turkey, European countries 
as well as Israel (still) show a rather homogeneous surface often with a common 
‘national identity’ (e.g. white and Christian in Germany, Jewish in Israel or 
Citoyenneté in France), despite specifi c national particulars concerning an evident 
ethnic heterogeneity resulting from the post-colonial heritage (Great Britain, France). 

Most of the European countries presented here share a growing demand for 
cooperation in matters of immigration and asylum which have become even more 
important since the infl ux of millions of refugees from Africa, the Middle East and 
parts of Asia during 2015. Its signifi cance for political and professional intervention 
and intermediation has recently expanded rapidly and is presently seen as one of 
the major challenges for politicians, professionals and the wider society. However, 
countries outside of Europe have been facing migration processes for decades – 
often as sending and receiving countries at the same time. Israel, in fact, is a 
country built on immigration. 

In every country social policy and the provision of social work is fundamentally 
infl uenced by economic developments as well as by cultural values and religious 
convictions. The availability of professional social work as well as social work 



education largely depends on political ideologies and decisions shaped over time 
within respective national frameworks. While social work is also usually restricted 
to the national context we are currently witnessing increasing transnational 
activities and links across many fi elds of social work. 

Reference
Leighninger, L., 2008. ‘The history of social work and social welfare’, in B.W. White, ed., 
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5 Social welfare and the 
development of professional 
social work in China 
Xiaoxiao Xie and Yafang Wang 

The idea of social work was fi rst introduced into China by western Christian 
missionaries in the late nineteenth century, and in the 1910s a few elite Chinese 
universities started offering courses on social work. Over the next few decades, 
social work experienced a lukewarm growth, before being brought to an abrupt end 
when the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established in 1949. It was not 
until the late 1980s that the Chinese government again approved the education and 
practices of social work. The present chapter will fi rst review the history of Chinese 
social work since its inception, followed by a discussion of the welfare system in 
China. We then attempt to explain the systematic integration of social work into the 
existing Chinese welfare structure and its subsequent infl uence upon social work 
development in China. We conclude by pointing out the potential contribution of 
this country profi le to a broad understanding of transnational social work as an 
emerging professional fi eld committed to achieving greater social justice. 

The early development of social work in China and its revival since 
the late 1980s
Shortly after the gate of the ‘Middle Kingdom’ was forced open to the world 
following the Opium Wars, social work, along with many other ‘Western 
knowledges’ was introduced into China. In 1914, the Shanghai College, a higher 
education institution founded by Christian missionaries, started teaching social 
work as a mandatory course in its newly established sociology department 
(Colloqium on Social Work in China in the 21st Century et al. 2004). Other 
universities in China quickly followed this lead, and social work education began to 
experience a moderate growth in the next few decades. The outbreak of the Second 
Sino-Japanese War in 1937, and the ensuing Chinese Civil War greatly hindered the 
development of social work in China. After the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
took over state power in 1949, social work as both an academic discipline and 
profession was abolished (Xia and Guo 2002: 254ff; Yip 2007: 93ff). 

The legitimate status of social work in China was restored after the country 
experienced rising social unrest and instability as a result of the transition to a 
socialist market economy in the 1980s (Brandt and Rawski 2008; Vogel 2011; 
Sun 2003; Wang 2001: 57ff). The fi rst sign of rehabilitation appeared in 1988 
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when the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) approved the establishment of a BA 
Social Work programme, fi rst at Beijing University then at three other universities. 
Henceforth, the growth of Chinese social work was rather rapid (Xiong and Wang 
2007: 560ff; Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002). 

At the policy level, social work was recognised as a legitimate profession fi rst 
by the Shanghai Municipal government in March 2003, followed by the formal 
approval of the MCA in June the next year. In July 2006, the MCA and the 
Ministry of Personnel decreed the ‘regulations for social work qualifi cations’.1 
Social work development in China received another major boost in October the 
same year, when Chinese President Hu Jintao announced the ‘Decisions for 
Crucial Issues Regarding the Political Vision of Building a Harmonious Socialist 
Society’ at the 6th plenary session of the 16th Central Committee of the Chinese 
Communist Party. 

To achieve such an ambitious plan, it was decided that a large and strong social 
work team should be developed in China; in 2010, the fi rst Master of Social Work 
(MSW) programmes were launched at a few pre-selected elite universities such as 
Beijing University and Shanghai University and within the next few years the 
numbers of university social work programmes mushroomed. It is reported that by 
2014, 298 BA degree programmes and 61 MSW programmes were established at 
different higher education institutions (Yeung 2013; Wang et al. 2014). Along 
with this rapid expansion of social work education in China, we are also witnessing 
a growing emphasis on specialisation. Nowadays, Chinese social workers are 
trained to tackle a wide range of issues including care of the elderly, children and 
youth, schools, children of migrant workers, hospitals, mental health, disability, 
drug addiction etc. (Colloqium on Social Work in China in the 21st Century et al. 
2004; Suet-Lin et al. 2010; Guo 2011; Wong and Li 2012; Wu et al. 2012; Dai 
2013; Sim et al. 2013). It is also worth mentioning that in recent times, more 
scholars are concerned with, and are intensively debating, the future direction 
(indigenisation and professionalisation) of the profession (Yunong and Xiong 
2008; Gray 2010; Gray and Coates 2010; Yunong and Xiong 2012). 

A brief introduction to the Chinese ‘welfare system’2

To illustrate the Chinese welfare system as a basic political framework for the 
development of social work in China, we will fi rst summarise the achievements 
and limitations of this system established in the early 1950s, before moving on to 
consider its current shape. 

Shortly after the PRC was founded, a basic welfare system compatible with its 
avowed socialist planned economy was created. Despite being highly stratifi ed 
and narrowed, this welfare system was nonetheless capable of meeting four 
essential social needs. There was, fi rst of all, a governmental aid programme 
targeting those who suffered from poverty, natural disaster etc. Second, a primitive 
social insurance system was set up in 1951 to cover the city, though not rural 
residents who belonged to a work unit. Third, an elementary welfare structure was 
designed to support those who otherwise could not survive either because of loss 
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of family, lack of resources or inability to work. Finally, Mao’s China also took 
responsibility for the well-being of a few retired war veterans.

There are three distinct features of this old Chinese welfare system: fi rst, it was 
under full control and continuously regulated by the CCP; second, there was a 
particular paternalistic aspect to the system (Leung and Nann 1995: 159); third, 
there was a structurally determined inequality in terms of welfare provision 
between urban and rural residents. It should be noted that the household registration 
system/‘Hukou’ (户口制度) which created this urban/rural division in the fi rst 
place remains largely intact today.3 

The old Chinese welfare system of Mao’s era started crumbling towards the end 
of the 1970s. In a new historical context of ‘reform and opening up’, the Chinese 
government began to delegate some of its welfare duties to other social or 
semi-governmental agencies. Nevertheless, this process of restructuring the 
Chinese welfare system to ‘welfare pluralism’ is always under the close and 
incessant supervision of the CCP, and retains rather than discards a few key 
institutional arrangements and rules of the past. For the moment, we shall highlight 
four distinctive characteristics of the current Chinese welfare system. 

First, the internal governing structure of the Chinese government is still highly 
centralised despite a recent call for building up ‘small government, big society’ 
(Wang 2014). Second, whereas the third sector has continued to grow since 1978, 
it has not yet acquired a de facto autonomy. Third, it is also noted that the CCP has 
been gradually adopting a few neo-liberal types of governing strategies (Wang 
2012). For example, there is a clear tendency towards increasing marketisation 
and privatisation of state-provided welfare benefi ts (public housing, education 
and medical insurance), which unfortunately has not succeeded in signifi cantly 
reducing, but rather sometimes increasing, existing social inequalities (Sun and 
Guo 2013). Finally, although in recent years the central government has become 
more attuned to the welfare inequality between the city and rural residents caused 
by the Hukou system, the decision to have it abolished completely has not yet 
been made. 

The structurally determined dilemma faced by Chinese social work 
Based on the above outline of the Chinese welfare system, the remaining part of 
this chapter will map out the existing structure of welfare agencies/providers 
before addressing one among many potential challenges faced by future Chinese 
social work. 

In urban areas, welfare providers normally consist of public agencies, mass 
organisations, work units, street committees/residence committees (RCs), and 
NGOs. Within the fi rst category of the above-mentioned welfare providers, i.e. 
public agencies, the main institutions charged for appropriating and delivering 
welfare benefi ts include the Ministry of Social Security, the MCA and a few 
other relevant governmental departments at different administrative levels. In 
regard to the traditional mass organisations, e.g. Chinese Women’s Federation, 
China Disabled Persons’ Federation, and the Communist Youth League, while in 
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theory they are not offi cial governmental agencies, in reality, all of them are 
supervised by the CCP government and act as a ‘second government’ or 
semi-public agencies, and thus are also responsible for distributing certain 
welfare benefi ts (Wang 2014). 

In addition to the mass organisations just mentioned, RCs are also considered a 
semi-public agency (Wang 2014); a remnant of the socialist past, RCs were 
established by the Chinese government in the 1950s as a semi-governmental 
apparatus deployed at the local and community levels. One of the main duties of 
RCs is to provide basic welfare benefi ts to residents living in a particular community 
or neighbourhood. In the past, typical members of an RC consisted of a few ‘old or 
middle-aged aunts’. Despite the fact of having received little if no formal 
professional social work training, these semi-offi cial state employees are very 
effi cient in terms of both addressing various issues in the community (e.g. mediating 
in interpersonal confl icts, caring for the unemployed and the old, etc.) and 
implementing the tasks assigned by the state (keeping social order, doing 
propaganda work for the CCP etc., Yan and Gao 2007; Lee and Zhang 2013; 
Tomba 2014). Nevertheless, in more recent years, we have observed that social 
workers have been increasingly recruited into existing RCs. It is hoped that in 
doing so, the community level of governance can be improved. One of the 
consequences of this development, however, is the potential confl ict between the 
institutional position that RCs occupied in the single party structure and the avowed 
principle of professional social work. Social workers newly recruited to RCs may 
fi nd it hard to adjust to such a working environment, because the main duties 
assigned to them are administrative rather than service-oriented. 

Another paradoxical aspect of the Chinese welfare provision structure is the 
growing importance occupied by the newly emerging ‘semi-governmental’ 
NGOs. Established either directly by the government itself or by former public 
servants, this type of ‘semi-governmental’ Chinese NGO is entrusted by the 
government with distributing welfare benefi ts on its behalf. The relegation of 
certain welfare responsibilities traditionally reserved by the State is confi rmed in 
a new social policy issued in 2010. What is crucial here is that this particular type 
of NGO with a strong governmental connection gained an upper hand, when 
competing for a few already limited opportunities with those without close links 
to government. It is also worth noting that, more recently, the Chinese government 
has started referring to both the ‘semi-governmental’ Chinese NGOs and the 
aforementioned mass organisations as ‘social-hub organisations’. Yet, as Wang 
contends, what this new title really implies is not that the above-mentioned two 
types of organisation serve as a ‘bridge between government and NGOs’ but 
rather a new model of managing the emerging social organisations in China 
(Wang 2014). 

With regard to those few NGOs striving for high levels of autonomy, it is very 
unlikely that they will be prosperous in the foreseeable future, largely because of 
the lack of resources and insuffi cient institutional support. To a large extent, their 
survival depends on how well they liaise with different levels of government. It is 
in this sense that they can be defi ned as semi-autonomous agencies. 
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To better explain the current structure of welfare providers in urban China, two 
illustrative charts are offered below:

Table 5.1 Basic structure of welfare providers in China’s urban areas

Ministries of social security, of civil affairs, and governmental 
welfare departments at various vertical administration levels

Public agencies

Hub social organisations, e.g. mass organisations, and 
semi-public NGOs

Semi-public agencies

Street committees or resident committees Semi-public agencies

NGOs Semi-free agencies

Government as public agencies

Semi-public agencies like mass
organisations (e.g. the Women’s

Federation and those newly
established by the government)

Resident committees

NGOs

NGOs

Figure 5.1  Relationships between NGOs and public/semi-public agencies in providing 
welfare benefi ts

Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1 show that NGOs in China normally lie at the bottom of 
the administrative hierarchy of welfare provision and often have the same status, 
or even lower, as RCs. 

Because most Chinese social workers are employed either by semi-autonomous 
NGOs or semi-public agencies, both of which, as argued above, are well 



Social welfare and social work in China 55

incorporated into the existing governmental structure of welfare provision, their 
professional identities have been inevitably compromised by the raison d’être of 
the Chinese State. In other words, social workers in China often work as de facto 
government employees whose dual duties include, on the one hand, delivering 
basic welfare benefi ts, and on the other, helping to maintain social stability and 
building a ‘harmonious society’ (Zhang 2009). This ‘instrumentalisation’ of 
social work in China (Chen 2010) also determines that the capacities of Chinese 
social workers to provide client-centred services and campaign for social justice 
are rather limited. The challenge faced by Chinese social workers then is how to 
work within the single party state structure without completely losing their 
professional identifi cation. 

Concluding remarks 
This chapter fi rst reviewed the historical and more recent development of Chinese 
social work, before turning attention to the welfare system in China. We identifi ed 
fi ve different types of welfare providers in the country, and considered how the 
institutional design has shaped and would still infl uence the professional identity 
of Chinese social workers. Our argument is that one of the major challenges facing 
future social work development in China is how to cope with a structurally 
determined tendency of de-professionalisation. From a transnational perspective, 
we suggest that the dilemmas faced by Chinese social work indicate the importance 
of understanding the paradoxical relationship between a commitment of social 
work to addressing issues related to social injustice/inequality and each country’s 
unique socio-political structure and historical tradition.4 

Notes
1  There are three types of social workers according to this regulation: assistant social 

worker, junior and senior social worker. 
2  Please note that we placed the quotation marks around the words ‘welfare system’. We 

used quotation marks here in order to suggest that this term ‘welfare system’ has acquired 
a different meaning in the Chinese context; we attempt to explain this difference later in 
this section.

3  The case study ‘Education Inequality of Migrant Children and School Social Work 
Interventions’, Chapter 13 in this book, describes this problem in more detail.

4  A good example is the incapability of social workers to solve problems, especially 
inequalities such as those faced by rural migrant children. This is discussed in more 
detail in the case study of China (see Chapter 13).
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6 Social action1 in France
Issues and development

Nathalie Jami, Yves Pillant and Nathalie Segura

General presentation of France
France is one of the main actors of the European Union. It is the third largest 
European economic power behind Germany and the United Kingdom. On 1 
January 2015, the number of inhabitants was estimated at 64.2 million inside the 
French metropolitan area. France is therefore the second most populous country 
in the European Union behind Germany. It is the largest country of the European 
Union and because of its history, has many links with the African, American and 
Oceanic continents.

France enjoys the highest demographic growth in Europe: the fertility rate is 
2.01 children per woman which represents 828,000 births in France in 2010 with 
54.8 per cent outside marriage. The life expectancy at birth is 84.2 years for 
women and 78.4 years for men (all statistics from INSEE 2014).

The administration of the French territory, traditionally centrally managed 
(from Paris), has been profoundly modifi ed by the decentralisation laws of 1982 
and 1983. Since then, the state has shared a part of its powers, mainly economic, 
cultural, and social, at different administrative levels: 13 regions, 101 departments 
and 36,778 municipalities.

The French social security system, created in 1945, is based on the distribution 
principle. It is funded by employer and employee contributions. This funding is 
mainly based on insurance paid by the labour force, managed equally by all the 
social partners represented by workers’ unions and managerial organisations. 
Especially in times of crisis, these systems and institutions focus on the minimising 
of social risks and protection of individuals from life hazards, just as an insurance 
system would (Castel 1995). The total social security budget represents one-fi fth 
of the GDP (Sécurité Sociale 2014). The budget defi cit has become chronic and is 
part of the French national debt.

Concerning social issues, there are two main challenges: increased poverty and 
an aging population. Indeed, 8.7 million people live below the poverty line and the 
phenomenon of ‘the working poor’ is increasing (ONPES). The aging of the French 
population is an important demographic issue; in 2060, one-third of the French 
population will be over 60 years old (INSEE 2010).
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Historical evolution of social action
In 1945, out of the rubble of World War II, France reconstructed its national 
social security system into three branches (sickness insurance/workplace 
accident/professional illness; family; old age) and funding based on the working 
society’s contributions. 

During the ‘thirty glorious years’ or ‘glorious thirties’, the period of economic 
growth between 1945 and 1974, the initiative of social action was mainly private, 
with non-profi t associations developing institutional answers to meet the needs of 
target populations. 

However, the complexities of the social issues outstripped these schemes during 
the same period. Little by little, France lost the dynamics of a society of ‘objective 
solidarity’ based on a working society, where economic and social progress are 
linked. This mutation led to a social security funding shortage, as it could no 
longer be supported by the labour force. Instead of the institutional support of 
social needs, social projects, which must be negotiated between institutions and 
interest groups, became the norm. Also during this time, ideological debates took 
place about the role of the state in social action and ways to think of social work 
within an individual or a group perspective. 

During the 1980s, instability and poverty increased, and as an answer to people’s 
needs, the Minimum Income was created in 1988 by law.2 The implementation of 
this minimum income affected the shift from an abstract distribution logic to an 
empowerment and participation logic (see also below). During this period France 
faced social problems such as massive unemployment (especially for young people 
and women), diffi cult life in suburbs, and discrimination issues. Policy was based 
on positive discrimination, which consisted in giving more to those who have less, 
in order to catch up. The 1998 law against exclusion3 reaffi rms universal access to 
rights for everyone, based on common law’s social service. The same is true for 
Dalo’s law4 which takes this universal-access-to-housing logic so far as giving 
citizens an enforceable right in terms of housing. 

Social action was modernised through the 2002 law.5 A major notion in this law 
is ‘social cohesion’, a concept that implies strong engagement by civil society 
regarding social vulnerabilities (Donzelot 1994). The person affected by social 
action is then no longer ‘just’ a benefi ciary of a public charity but becomes a 
subject with rights and plays a role in his/her own care. 

The logic of the law of 2002 was extended by the law of 2005.6 This proposes 
that society as a whole has to adjust to people’s disabilities and has to develop its 
accessibility. The evaluation of the needs of each disabled person takes into 
account his/her aspirations as expressed in his/her ‘life project’. They have a right 
to compensation in order to reduce the gap between the possibilities offered to 
each citizen and the limits imposed by his/her disability, and to increase his/her 
participation. In a similar vein, the reform of childhood protection (law of 20077) 
confi rms support for parenthood and the strengthening of parental skills. 

Therefore, within fi fteen years, important reforms and laws have changed the 
French social landscape. European and international policy guidelines such as the 



60 N. Jami, Y. Pillant and N. Segura

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities have contributed to 
these changes. 

The institutional actors of the social action
State, social security and civil society

The French social system has been built around three entities: state, social security 
and civil society, with an important differentiation between the social and health care 
sectors. Driven by the NGO (non-governmental, non-profi t) sector, the management 
of specifi c issues, such as disability or old age, has crossed a divide and now a hybrid 
sector, combining medical care and social support, has emerged (the medico-social 
sector). Civil society’s development of appropriate answers to the population’s needs 
has thereby led to very specifi c initiatives which have generated new structures. 

Government, local authorities and social security organisations are the principal 
fi nancers of social services and their implementation is entrusted to non-profi t 
associations as well as social and health care institutions. Thus, the fi eld of social 
work is mainly funded by the state and based on global, sector-based, local or 
even cross-cutting policies. 

The Département – the local territorial authority, leader of social action

With the fi rst social action legislations of 1982 and 1986, the expertise of social 
action was redistributed, along the subsidiarity principle, amongst the General 
Councils (elected organism of the Département) considered to be the most relevant 
local actor for setting up this policy. The General Councils implement local 
solidarity in sectors such as personal independence benefi ts for the elderly, 
childhood protection, and housing for dependent and disabled adults. The territorial 
approach has become a foundation of social action in order to fulfi l the population’s 
needs. Its principal aim is to bring the benefi ciary closer to the management of 
social needs and to the funding of social action.8

On top of the decentralisation laws’ projected aims, the government’s own 
decentralisation has resulted in a split between the medico-social sector, which is 
managed by Regional Health Agencies (RHA, see below) and those social services 
which are integrated into the Regional Offi ce of Youth, Sports and Social Cohesion. 

However, for the future, an important territorial reform is being planned, and 
General Councils could disappear by 2020. Observers, for example the Cour des 
Comptes (Court of Auditors),9 agree that the aim of controlling costs requires – 
above all – better coordination between the government, territorial authorities and 
social security organisations. 

Persistence of state government and new public management

The requirements of cost rationalisation and balanced spending explain the constant 
presence of the state, despite successive waves of decentralisation.
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A recent example is a law called ‘Hospital, Patients, Health, Territory’.10 Based 
on this law, the RHA (Regional Health Agencies), created in 2010, have 
responsibility to manage health policy at the regional level. RHAs have taken over 
the former decentralised services and report directly to the government. Their 
purpose is to make health establishments more effective, meaning to give every 
user (usager) access to quality care, and to introduce and develop preventative 
health care. This regional management shows that the state regained control over 
the healthcare system with the main aim of reducing costs. 

Through the RHAs, the Government also regained control over ‘the constant 
evaluation of every social group member’s needs and expectations’ (Legifrance.
gouv.fr) according to article L116-1 of the Families and Social Action Code. For a 
long time, social action relied on associative initiatives (mostly NGOs); it was civil 
society which expressed its needs. From now on, a downward logic is imposed, and 
the RHAs, which elaborate the Regional Health Plan, defi ne the needs through data 
collection and fi x the necessary actions through the interdepartmental programme 
concerned with personal independence and disabilities. 

Within the new public management system, the general view of public policy is 
to pursue the control of public spending. In the social and medico-social fi elds, 
this objective is entrusted to agencies, which are fi nanced by the Government, and 
launch projects generating competition between the various actors in the fi eld. At 
the establishment level, new sharing tools, such as contracts formalising objectives 
and means, as well as organisations in social and medico-social cooperation, have 
been set up to meet the demands of reducing costs. The rise of this new logic has 
considerably weakened the autonomy of the social and medico-social institutions. 

Social workers
Development of the profession

In France, social work is composed of various complementary professions (e.g. 
social assistant, specialised educators), which were developed throughout the 
twentieth century. These professions have been established by a continuous 
adaptation to social issues (social exclusion, elderly dependency, disability, and 
childhood protection) but also according to changing perceptions of the interaction 
between the individual and society. 

In 2011, in mainland France, there were 1.2 million social workers, working 
full- or part-time (DREES 2011); 40 per cent of them work for individual 
employers, as nursery assistants, in home childcare or home support. The 
remaining 60 per cent work in various fi elds. With 383,000 social workers, the 
elderly dependency care fi eld is the main area of social workers’ employment in 
addition to individual employers. This is followed by the disability fi eld (123,000 
workers), early childhood care (55,000 workers) and work with individuals in 
social distress (51,000 workers) (DREES 2011). 

The social work profession is currently attested by 14 diplomas, from level V 
(Professional Studies Certifi cate or Professional Competence Certifi cate) to levels 
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I and II (master’s degree)11 according to the defi nition of social work described in 
the article L 451-1 of the Families and Social Action Code (Legifrance.gouv.fr). 
To these can be added qualifi ed workers such as nursery assistants who do not 
have access to a diploma; however, they do need approval from the General 
Council and must have undertaken specifi c studies. 

Notably, the labelling of social action and intervention has changed; social 
action, carried out by ‘social workers’ (travailleurs sociaux), has developed and 
diversifi ed to such an extent that now a multiplicity of ‘other social workers’ 
(intervenants sociaux) has appeared, having less professional training. These 
workers assume various functions with poorly defi ned tasks which are mainly 
related to social mediation. 

Social work education in France

Since decentralisation, professional training in social work has been entrusted to 
the regions. However, the diplomas are nationally recognised and thus the state 
controls the curricula. Social work education is not handled by universities. 
Historically, this fi eld has been developed by private initiatives such as non-profi t 
associations, who have volunteered to provide professional education to their 
employees or future employees. 

Nowadays, initial and continuous training for social workers is divided between 
several governmental departments and several associative, university-based and 
public educational institutions. In general, the training combines theoretical lectures 
and professional training (placements). The social and medico-social establishments 
or services are considered as ‘qualifying sites’ and contribute, just as any training 
institution, towards transferring the skills necessary to graduate. The creation and 
successive reforms of diplomas have brought along with them an individualisation 
of the programmes that helps to transfer skills from one level to another. International 
partnerships are encouraged in order to exchange theoretical and practical knowledge 
or to discover specifi c social issues. At present, the educational sector is trying to 
harmonise programmes according to the European Credits System (ECTS) in order 
to ease the legibility and mobility of students and social workers. 

Finally a revision project (UNAFORIS) is under consideration in order to 
simplify the social work education system and to improve coordination and 
complementarity between the education system’s components in order to respond 
to social workers’ needs in the fi eld. A link between social work diplomas and 
university curricula is also planned. 

Principles of professional intervention
Social work history has been based on an ‘assistant logic’ (Castel 1995) and a 
conception of the individual as the benefi ciary of social services still persists. 
However, since 2000, a new dynamic with a revision of the job defi nition, the 
introduction of a regulatory framework, and an evolution in favour of the user’s 
individual rights, can be noticed. Social work is not there any more ‘to do good’, but 
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to consider the choices of each person to steer his/her own life. The notion of 
‘accompanying’ emerges, replacing the notion of ‘taking in charge’, which did not 
suffi ciently take the person into account. Of course, this approach, i.e. asking the 
individual to be participative, active and dynamic, also includes the risk of neglecting 
the fact that some conditions are necessary for a person to be able to take charge of 
him/herself (Castel 2011). Yet, there is a strong will to consider the individual as a 
true actor by offering him/her a form of contract regarding the actions developed 
with him/her (‘Active Solidarity Income’,12 ‘residence contract’13) in a mutually 
defi ned project dynamic. The key word is ‘participation’ which becomes a principle 
(confi rmed by the laws of 2002-2 and 2005-102) as well as a means (by participating 
the person learns how to participate) and a societal purpose. 

The empowerment approach represents the process whereby individuals or 
groups considered as being excluded or at risk of exclusion learn the necessary skills 
to increase their power to act and a real capacity to decide how to manage their life. 
The term ‘empowerment’, ‘almost untranslatable in French, describes a frequent 
practice of supporting a person who will gradually gain social skills/competences 
that will allow this person to defend his/her own interests’ (Velche 2010: 200). But 
the concept of empowerment reaches beyond the capacity of acting individually; it 
is a strategic approach that aims to support the individual’s and the community’s 
efforts to develop or regain their capacity of autonomous action. This approach is 
still not widely considered in France, especially due to the low recognition of 
community work as an approach in social work (Donzelot et al. 2003). 

Nevertheless, this approach is receiving growing acknowledgement, e.g. in 
health care, where HIV patients now directly control and infl uence the decisions 
that may affect their treatment and lives; or through offi cial support14 and fi nancing 
of mutual self-help groups for people with mental health issues. 

Altogether, there is a discernible transition from considering the user as a 
passive recipient of benefi ts to an active participant, who not only voices his/her 
needs but is an agent of his/her development. In order to truly reach this aim, 
institutions and professionals are obliged by law to use a project-based method 
and evaluate their work.15 For a long time, actions have been justifi ed by the right 
intentions. The current decade has made a ‘pragmatic change’ with a new logic 
aiming at goal achievement and evaluation of results for the users. 

The professional developments in France promote (new) ethical standards and 
critical positions regarding exclusion, discrimination and segregation. Social 
inclusion as well as empowerment and participatory practices confi rm the political 
dimension of social action.

Notes
 1  Social action encompasses social policies, their fi nancing, and the social work 

implemented or supported by the state or non-profi t organisations.
 2  Law n° 88-1088 of 1 December 1988 concerning the Minimum Income.
 3  Law n° 98-657 of 29 July 1998 against exclusion.
 4  DALO: Law n° 2007-290 of 5 March 2007 institutes the right to housing as an 

enforceable right and includes different measures in favour of social cohesion.
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 5  Law n° 2002-2 of 2 January 2002, modernising social and medico-social action.
 6  Law n° 2005-102 of 11 February 2005 for equal rights and opportunities, participation 

and citizenship for people with disabilities.
 7  Law n° 2007-293 of 5 March 2007 regarding childhood protection.
 8  For further reading see Baguenard (2004).
 9  Founded in 1807, it is an independent public institution which audits public spending 

and informs citizens about it; see Cour des comptes (online). 
10  For a detailed presentation of this law see www.sante.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/vademecum_

loi_HPST.pdf 
11  Breakdown from the lowest level to master’s degree level:
  – Diploma of medico-psychologic assistant (AMP)
  – Diploma of social life assistant (AVS)
  – Diploma of familial assistant (AF)
  – Diploma of familial and social intervention engineer (TISF)
  – Diploma of educative monitor (ME)
  – Diploma of social service assistant (ASS)
  – Diploma of specialised educator (ES)
  – Diploma of early childhood educator (EJE)
  – Diploma of specialised technical educator (ETS)
  – Diploma of social and familial economy adviser (CESF)
  – Diploma of familial mediator (MF)
  –  Certifi cate of abilities for management functions and manager of a social interventions 

unit (CAFERUIS)
  –  Certifi cate of abilities for management functions of an institution or a social 

interventions service (CAFDES)
  – Diploma of social engineering (DEIS)
12  The Active Solidarity Income assures individuals, without resources or with low 

resources, a minimum income which varies according to the household’s composition.
13  This requires institutions or services to sign a contract with the resident individual 

specifying the given benefi ts.
14  Circulaire n° 2005-418 29 August 2005 regarding mutual help groups.
15  Law n° 2002-2 of 2 January 2002, articles 7–13 and 22.
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7 Social policy and social work 
in Germany

Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten

Germany has about 81 million inhabitants (Statistisches Bundesamt 2015). It is 
the largest country in the European Union (EU) in terms of population. Germany 
likes to present itself as a modern, cosmopolitan country with a society shaped by 
a plurality of lifestyles and ethno-cultural diversity. Indeed, German society has 
become more diverse, more fl exible and perhaps even more tolerant in recent 
decades, and yet the challenge to combat social exclusion and work against the 
discrimination of minorities is still a political as well a professional task and a 
major challenge for civil society. 

The socio-economic change over the past few years – accelerated through the 
consequences of the worldwide economic and fi nancial crisis – has led to the 
emergence of new social risks and greater diversifi cation in Germany as well as in 
many Western societies. 

‘New poverty’ and precarious living conditions are rising in Germany 
accelerated by a growing low-wage sector and insecure working conditions. This 
change is accompanied by the withdrawing of the welfare state and the reduction 
of public expenditure, which is infl uencing the provision of social services and the 
living conditions of many citizens directly, but more vulnerable people – e.g. 
people with disabilities, unemployed people, young families and single mothers, 
(ethnic) minorities or elderly people – are most severely affected (Uhlendorff et 
al. 2013; Schilling and Klus 2015). 

This country profi le, fi rst of all, looks into the changing pattern of the German 
welfare state, which is still providing a comprehensive – albeit receding – 
foundation for social care and support, before, second, the signifi cance of 
professional social work is considered.

The welfare state context1

The roots of the present German system of social security date back to the last 
century when social reforms (enactment of sickness, accident, old age insurance) 
introduced by Bismarck at the end of the nineteenth century took place. 

German health care funding relies on compulsory insurance contributions 
(sickness insurance scheme, long-term care insurance)2 that workers and 
employers are obliged to make to designated health funds, which in turn pay the 
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treatment costs of their members, while social care is mainly funded by state 
subsidies (taxes). 

The German sickness insurance scheme maintains a sharp division between the 
state of acute ill-health and long-term care needs. Non-clinical health and social 
care/personal social services, such as supported accommodation or residential 
care, are usually not covered by the sickness insurance scheme but by a locally 
administered means-tested social assistance scheme. 

The German welfare system rests on the traditionally strong idea of subsidiarity 
including the administrative structure that a body of welfare organisations is 
responsible for the provision of health and social care (based on state subsidies). 
In Germany, public authorities will only be involved in the production of services 
when the abilities and resources of the family, the community and organisations 
to serve their members have been fully exhausted. It is a complex system, which 
infl uences not only the provision of care and support but also how caring 
responsibilities are perceived in public. 

The role of the non-profi t sector and the principle of subsidiarity 
in Germany
Pursuing the principle of subsidiarity, Germany is the prime example of a 
non-profi t organisation approach to service production. Non-profi t or welfare 
organisations are responsible for an important share of health care and social 
services and they depend heavily on public subsidies. Based on the long tradition 
of the ‘subsidiary’ role of the state, the role of intermediary organisations as 
providers of social services and health care became legally approved. 

Today in Germany the institutions of voluntary welfare work3 are organised in 
six large bodies, the so-called Central Associations (Spitzenverbände) serving 
also as ‘umbrella’ organisations (Bieker and Floerecke 2011). In 2012 German 
Welfare Associations ran more than 105,000 units providing health care and 
social services for people with special needs – e.g. children/youth and families, 
people with disabilities, elderly people etc. – employing almost 1,700,000 staff 
(BAGFW 2014: 7). The important role of the non-statutory sector has to be seen 
in the context of subsidiarity, the principle which applies not only to the 
responsibilities of families for their members but also to the relationship between 
statutory and voluntary bodies. Conditional priority is given to voluntary non-profi t 
organisations which wish to provide such social help, and public social assistance 
bodies are obliged to support the voluntary welfare organisations (Jarré 
1991: 212ff; Bieker and Floerecke 2011). 

Among the six major associations providing personal social services in 
Germany (Wienand 2007; Bieker and Floerecke 2011) those of the two churches 
(the Catholic Deutscher Caritasverband and the Protestant Diakonisches Werk der 
Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland) play a traditionally infl uential role.4 They 
share the major part as provider of social services among voluntary agencies 
(Bieker and Floerecke 2011: 29), which has certain ideological consequences 
such as a corporate policy concerning service provision and staff selection. 
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However, although these considerations may often be more formal than 
ideological, they are oppressive retaining elements of control and repression, at 
least concerning the selection of staff. Major conceptual differences, for example, 
between a day care centre for mental health patients or drug users run by the 
churches or non-religious agencies are usually not apparent in an everyday 
working context. 

German welfare associations still play a dominant role in health and social care 
however, increasingly applying structures similar to private enterprises in order to 
survive mounting competitive pressure, while private/profi t-oriented providers 
are also entering the social and health care market in greater numbers, a process 
critically observed by different stakeholders (Wohlfahrt 2011: 92ff). 

Economisation and privatisation
The German welfare state has come under increasing attack during the last two 
decades and is experiencing considerable reform pressure. This has to do with the 
ideological onslaught of neoliberalism and increasing global competition, but also 
with the challenges arising from demographic change (aging societies), social 
change (erosion of traditional family structures) and rising public debt. To ease 
what was considered to be an increasingly unsustainable fi nancial burden and a 
constraint on competitiveness, contraction of social safety nets in combination 
with labour market reforms and regressive tax reforms substantially yields 
inequality in Germany as in many European or Western societies (OECD 2008; 
Grabka and Kuhn 2012). 

Today, issues such as globalisation, demographic pressures, individualisation, 
unemployment, greater social diversity and fi scal scarcity (Leibfried and Mau 
2008) raise the question as to whether the welfare state is indeed sustainable. 
Increasingly, we witness that economisation and privatisation have a negative 
impact on the provision of social and health care services in terms of expenditure 
cuts and austerity policies, which are affecting citizens in need of care, but also 
social workers as part of the caring professions. 

Current issues in social work
Social work education

Historically, the development of professional social work in Germany was 
infl uenced by strong Anglo-Saxon initiatives going into the twentieth century. 
Well-educated middle-class women in particular had strong political and social 
visions of equal rights and individual freedom (fi rst-wave feminism, women’s 
suffrage) and demanded participation: among them were popular activists and 
social reformers such as Mary Richmond and Jane Addams (winner of the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1931) and their German colleague, Alice Salomon, who founded 
the fi rst German college for social work in the 1920s in Berlin. Ever since, there 
has been a strong drive towards professionalisation in German social work. This 
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has led – over the decades – to higher academic qualifi cations, further diversifi cation 
and a strong emphasis on professional standards based on scientifi c methods, 
theory development and research as well as a professional code of ethics (Schilling 
and Zeller 2012). 

Education and training for social workers is regulated in Germany. The 
regulatory bodies are usually the responsible ministries on a federal level. From 
the 1970s until the turn of this century the academic education was split into two 
different academic tracks indicating a relatively strong divide: social pedagogy or 
social work. Today, both tracks are combined under the heading of social work 
and to qualify and work as a professional social worker you need at least three 
years’ principal academic education leading to a bachelor’s degree in Social 
Work. The BA is the condition for state recognition, while licensing procedures 
through state recognition are in force in some regions but not nationwide. In 
addition to the bachelor’s degree it is possible to go on for a master’s degree5 and 
specialise in particular areas of professional interest. The title of social worker is 
protected and in many areas of social work practice only qualifi ed social workers 
will be accepted. 

In 2004 the number of qualifi ed social workers/social pedagogues centred around 
160,000, but numbers have risen remarkably within ten years ranging around 
283,000 in 2013 (Bundesagentur für Arbeit 2015). Some sources even estimate a 
number of more than 300,000 social workers/social pedagogues/counsellors in 
Germany including professionals who have other relevant and/or additional 
qualifi cations, of which 72 per cent are female. The rate of part-time employees (50 
per cent) is remarkably high, made up mainly of women, who often shoulder 
part-time work and family responsibilities at the same time (ISA; DBH 2012). 

There are two major professional associations for social work in Germany: the 
DBSH (Deutscher Berufsverband für Soziale Arbeit und Heilberufe) and the 
DGSA (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Soziale Arbeit). While the DBSH – member of 
the IFSW – primarily addresses social work practitioners, providing practical 
advice such as professional standards and a code of ethics, the DGSA has a strong 
focus on educational issues and research concerning theory development to 
strengthen the scientifi c basis for social work practice. 

Social work practice

In Germany, qualifi ed professionals work in many fi elds of social work practice 
and with different client groups, such as: 

• children, youth and families
• health care/patients (mental health care, hospitals, rehabilitation centers, etc.)
• elderly care
• people with disabilities
• criminal offenders 
• substance/drug abusers 
• refugees, migrants.
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The national social legislation (Sozialgesetzbücher I-XII) provides the foundation 
for the provision of social services in Germany, and the availability of qualifi ed 
social work is broadly grounded in respective national laws – e.g. in relation to 
child protection – and further accomplished by federal laws and directives. 

Social workers address issues which have a profound effect on people’s lives such 
as illness, poverty, violence, abuse and neglect, and provide multi-level interventions 
drawn from an eclectic knowledge base. Contemporary aims of social work 
education and practice in Germany are to empower clients, enable social participation 
and combat social exclusion (Sheppard 2006; Schilling and Zeller 2012). 

While the German welfare state provides shelter and protection from severe 
threat (hunger, neglect) and social support to those in need, this does not mean 
that full social participation is always possible for people threatened by social 
exclusion. The reasons for this are twofold: fi rst, neoliberalism and economic 
pressure have led to increasing cuts in public expenditure affecting the provision 
of personal social services in many ways and, second, discrimination (e.g. against 
race, sex, gender, religion, disability) and prejudice concerning ‘otherness’ 
(Bauman 1991: 8) are still infl uential and often affect the living conditions of 
social work clients.6 At the time of writing it seems particularly worrying that 
social and racial exclusion and discriminatory attitudes are prevalent among the 
German population and displayed more openly, e.g. in relation to the current 
admission of refugees arriving in Germany in increasing numbers. 

Nevertheless, there are areas of social work practice, e.g. working with drug 
users, where Germany exhibits a deliberately progressive and liberal approach in 
relation to social support. 

Social workers in Germany have to assume a wide range of professional roles 
ranging from professional care and case management to advocacy and ‘refl exive 
modernization’ (Beck et al. 1994). Therefore, practices of assessment, management 
and the resolution of individualised ‘problems’ are one part of the professional 
profi le, but beyond rather ‘technical’ interventions and the simple notion of 
‘problem solving’ there should be knowledge about the infl uence of power, 
attitudes and (cultural) values. 

Social work professionals in Germany often carry high responsibilities, for 
example, between the confl icting priorities of care and control. This situation is 
commonly known as the double mandate and social workers may sometimes fi nd 
themselves ‘trapped’ between the mandate given by the state/agency (control) and 
the mandate given by the client (care). This becomes evident if agencies cut 
budgets and the support for families and children is reduced or even cancelled 
and/or high caseloads are diffi cult – if not impossible – to handle. In some fi elds 
of practice, for example child protection under the child protection act 
(Bundeskinderschutzgesetz), social workers are increasingly under pressure to 
fulfi l their responsibility in the light of their heavy caseloads (DBSH 2014). 

A third mandate (Staub-Bernasconi 2007: 198ff) is scientifi cally and ethically 
based and includes both a theoretical basis for interventions, methods and policies 
and a professional code of ethics with a focus on human rights and social justice. 
The third mandate emphasises the modifi cation or refusal of illegitimate claims 
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and mandates from society, social agencies and clients and may be seen as a base 
for the critical questioning of local, national/constitutional and international laws 
(Wronka and Staub-Bernasconi 2012: 81). 

Challenges and perspectives
The challenges for professional social workers are manifold, covering issues that 
will affect our societies deeply. Most pressing for the German welfare state and 
the ‘social’ professions are:

• demographic change and changing family structures
• global migration and internationalisation of social problems
• poverty and social exclusion
• modern technologies and the change of employment patterns in a post-

industrialised world.

One of the major challenges for German society is certainly the demographic 
development: a low birth rate, an increasing life expectancy and an aging society. 
For more than 30 years now Germany has been witnessing fewer births: with 
slight fl uctuations, since 1975 the number of newborn infants has been 
approximately 1.3 children per woman. This means that for 35 years the generation 
of children has been smaller than that of their parents. High rates of immigration 
to Germany prevented the overall population from shrinking accordingly. At the 
same time, as in other wealthy nations, life expectancy has risen continuously, and 
is now 77 years for men and 82 years for women with rising tendency (Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2015). 

Germany is an immigration country. Only very recently has this notion become 
offi cial governmental policy, although the country experienced some waves of 
immigration after the 1950s and the size of the population with a foreign background 
continued to grow, comprising around 16 million immigrants in 2011 (Hoßmann and 
Karsch 2011). However, social work professionals have been involved in working 
with immigrants for decades now, and successful professional efforts for social 
integration have been made, especially in cities and metropolitan regions. 
Nevertheless, there is still a considerable demand for (better) integration, which is 
currently further fuelled by the exodus of refugees from Africa and the Middle East 
among which we fi nd high numbers of children/unaccompanied minors. For 
economically and politically stable Western countries such as Germany it should be 
manageable to provide food, shelter and acceptable living circumstances for refugees, 
but it seems more diffi cult to provide a framework for social acceptance among the 
general population. This is evident by increasing public activities (demonstrations, 
even violence) against migrants and refugees in Germany. Therefore, we are currently 
witnessing a strong demand for political response but also for continuing professional 
intervention to foster integration and social participation. 

The Federal Government’s latest report on poverty and wealth states that one in 
four Germans counts as poor or has to be protected from poverty through state 
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subsidies. The EU defi nes those households as ‘poor’ that have less than 60 per 
cent of median income at their disposal (Lelkes and Gasior 2011). Especially at 
risk of poverty are children and single mothers, migrants and – increasingly – 
elderly people. 

Although unemployment in Germany is currently offi cially not considered as a 
problem, because labour market reforms have created more (low-paid) jobs, the 
number of citizens with insecure working conditions and low-paid jobs is rising. 
That means increasing numbers of people and families are living on state subsidies 
although they are working full-time. 

The German welfare state is under pressure, as has been shown above, but it is 
worthwhile utilising professional interest and power to keep its original interventionist 
sense: i.e. to handle tensions, help provide social security, social justice and to 
improve opportunities for disadvantaged groups and prevent social exclusion. 

Notes
1  Further reading: Wienand (2007: 20ff).
2  Long-term care insurance was implemented in 1995 in order to meet the rising demand 

of care in an aging population; since then it has undergone many reforms due to rising 
expenditure and more cost-effective service patterns.

3  Here the term ‘voluntary’ for German welfare organisations refers to non-governmental, 
non-profi t making associations, which operate as freie Träger oder private Vereine. 
They are nowadays highly professional services and also may or may not draw on the 
work of volunteers.

4  Traditionally, Christian churches and their services can rely on special protection by the 
German state guaranteed by law.

5  Bachelor’s and master’s programmes have been implemented in Germany according to 
what is commonly known as the ‘Bologna Process’, facilitating European convergence 
in higher education institutions in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).

6  In 2006 Germany transposed European Anti-Discrimination Directives into national law 
(General Equal Treatment Act) – eventually after many years of political campaigning. 
This needs to be regarded as a successful European policy outcome highlighting the 
importance of transnational cooperation concerning the exchange of ideas and policies 
(Chopin and Germaine 2014). 
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8 Social welfare and social work 
in Britain1 

Caroline Humphrey 

The United Kingdom (UK) comprises four countries – England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland – and the adjective British is applied to citizens and residents 
across the UK. However, Great Britain refers only to the fi rst three countries, and 
Britain refers only to England and Wales. Initially I shall sketch out the development 
of the welfare state in Britain, although some of the material is also pertinent to the 
wider UK. The focus then shifts to social work in England, since the devolution of 
central government powers means that professional education and practice harbour 
signifi cant inter-country variations. Finally, I will survey the contemporary ethnic 
profi le of the UK population and transcultural dilemmas in safeguarding young 
black and minority ethnic (BME) people. This transports us back to England, 
particularly its capital city, London, which is home to large BME communities. 

The welfare state in Britain 
Britain has one of the oldest welfare states in the world. The Poor Law was 
formulated in 1601 creating institutions such as orphanages, houses of correction for 
delinquent youths, workhouses for adults and alms houses for elderly people. During 
the nineteenth century, this state apparatus was supplemented by the work of 
charitable organisations wedded to a conservative Christian philanthropy. By the 
turn of the twentieth century, socialists and feminists were pioneering a more radical 
community settlement movement, so that when social work became offi cially 
recognised as a profession, it bore the imprints of contradictory philosophies 
(Pierson 2011: 1ff). However, social workers across the political spectrum 
overlooked the global context of colonialism in which Great Britain had been 
incubated (Hall 1998), along with the suffering of Irish immigrants (Cemlyn 2008). 

The welfare state was reconstructed in the aftermath of the Second World War. 
Its central pillars then were compulsory education, a National Health Service, 
social security benefi ts and the personal social services, with the latter being 
administered at local government level and delivered by social workers (Clarke et 
al. 2001). During this era of welfare expansion, the government encouraged the 
migration of workers from Commonwealth countries to compensate for the 
shortfall of indigenous labour. African, Caribbean and Asian immigrants helped 
to build the material infrastructure of modern Britain and to serve its welfare 
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organisations, and created distinctive communities in metropolitan areas. They 
enjoyed citizenship by virtue of being born into former British colonies, but in 
practice it was a subaltern citizenship – immigrants were appointed to low-status 
jobs, confi ned to poor neighbourhoods, and subjected to racism (Laird 2008: 1ff). 

The cyclical downturn of the capitalist economy in the 1980s and 1990s 
generated widespread unemployment, along with a raft of anti-immigration 
legislation. The UK carried an enormous debt from wars and welfare spending into 
the twenty-fi rst century, and successive governments have been more or less 
captivated by a neo-liberal ethos which attempts to decouple welfare from the state 
(Mishra 1990: 18ff; Alcock 2009). There have been savage cuts to public sector 
budgets, repeated restructurings of health and social care bureaucracies, and 
incentives to develop privately funded alternatives to state schools and hospitals. 
These austerity measures have unfolded during a period of spiralling inequalities, 
and by 2012–13 it was estimated that more than 14 million people in the UK (23 
per cent of the population) were living in poverty after taking account of housing 
costs (Belfi eld et al. 2014: 5). Most people who access the personal social services 
as voluntary service users or involuntary clients are poor (Hood and Johnson 2014). 

Social work education in England 
The title of social worker is protected so that only those who are qualifi ed and 
registered as social workers are allowed to appropriate this name. Those who 
work in social care without a social work qualifi cation are designated as ‘social 
care workers’. Social workers must be educated to degree level, and both 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees are available. The British Association of 
Social Workers (BASW) is an overarching professional body for social workers 
across the UK, but the regulatory framework for education and practice is unique 
to each country in the UK, and much of the intellectual scaffolding for social work 
education in England came from the work of The College of Social Work (TCSW). 

The education and career development of social workers in England is currently 
governed by the Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF). Its nine capability 
domains cluster around four themes i.e. 

• Personal qualities manifested in professional life: demonstrating professionalism 
in one’s entire modus operandi (Domain 1) and eventually professional 
leadership in a specialist area of practice, education or research (Domain 9);

• Ethico-political principles: adhering to social work ethics and values (Domain 
2); recognising diversity and anti-discriminatory principles (Domain 3); and 
advancing human rights, social justice and economic well-being (Domain 4); 

• Intellectual skills: acquiring myriad sets of disciplinary knowledge (Domain 
5) and applying them in a critically refl ective and analytic manner (Domain 6);

• Practical skills: assessing the needs and risks of service users and carers as the 
basis for service provision, care planning and legal interventions (Domain 7); 
and operating effectively in complex organisations and multi-professional 
networks (Domain 8) (TSCW 2012).
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The curriculum reform associated with the PCF ensured that students rehearse 
practice skills in the university before embarking upon placements, and that 
service users and carers are valued co-teachers and co-assessors in social work 
education. However, it may not necessarily enhance inter-cultural working, and 
there is no inter-cultural capability as such in the PCF. Whilst there are three 
references to culture in this sense – i.e. race and faith are aspects of diversity; 
cultural and spiritual factors are components of our knowledge around human 
development; and adapting communications to take account of cultural differences 
is a practical skill – there are more references to organisational cultures and 
learning cultures (TSCW 2012). Arguably the ‘unspoken atheism’ in English 
social work has largely deprived us of the foundation for a critical appreciation of 
the role of religion in peoples’ lives (Whiting 2008), notwithstanding recent 
efforts to bridge the gulf (Furness and Gilligan 2009). Ironically, part of the 
solution to inter-cultural working is already in our midst insofar as 25 per cent of 
social work students and practitioners in England belong to a minority ethnic 
group (Centre for Workforce Intelligence 2012), suggesting that social work 
educators could tap into this resource for inter-cultural classroom dialogues. 

Once graduates have registered as qualifi ed social workers with the Health and 
Care Professions Council (HCPC), they undertake an Assessed and Supported 
Year in Employment (ASYE). Subsequent career progression involves the pursuit 
of one of three pathways, although they are not necessarily mutually exclusive i.e. 
a social worker can remain in grassroots practice and undertake more specialist 
training, or climb the ladder into management, or carve out a niche as a professional 
educator of students and ASYE novices (TSCW 2014). 

Social work practice in England 
Local government is responsible for providing statutory services to children and 
adults as prescribed by law, and has traditionally been the main employer of 
qualifi ed social workers. However, about 50 per cent of the 87,442 registered 
social workers in England now work outside of local government – they may be 
located in education, health or the independent sector (Centre for Workforce 
Intelligence 2012). The latter encompasses charities, private businesses and 
self-employed individuals. Major charities providing social work services such as 
Age UK, Mind and Barnardo’s are successful fundraisers, but smaller charities 
are often dependent upon local government grants; most residential care homes 
for adults are run as profi table enterprises; and social workers can supply their 
services to various agencies on an independent basis. 

Local government caters to citizens who meet specifi ed eligibility thresholds 
for statutory services, i.e. people harbouring complex needs, people at risk of 
serious harm and people who have neither the capacity for self-care nor the 
support of suitable informal carers. Those who fail to meet such thresholds are 
re-routed to relevant charities, so smaller charities and their clientele are destined 
to suffer when eligibility thresholds for statutory services become more stringent 
whilst local government funding for charities dwindles. Under these circumstances, 
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social workers devote increasing resources to shoring up informal care by relatives 
and friends (Wilson et al. 2011: 428ff). Statutory welfare is brokered on an inter-
professional and inter-agency basis on account of the multifaceted nature of needs 
and risks (Ibid.: 384ff), and The College of Social Work (TSCW 2014) has issued 
advice on when social workers should occupy the ‘lead professional role’, charged 
with co-ordinating the efforts of all relevant professionals. 

In child care settings, many roles are reserved for social workers in accordance 
with primary legislation such as the Children Act 1989, the Adoption and Children 
Act 2002 and the Children and Families Act 2014 (TSCW 2014). First, it is 
mandatory for a social worker to be the lead professional when assessing children 
in need and their families for voluntary services. ‘Children in need’ includes 
children with disabilities; children whose welfare may be compromised by their 
parents’ disability, domestic abuse, drug dependency or poverty; and 
unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors. If the threshold criteria are met, social 
workers will tailor a support package to the presenting needs. This could include 
emergency funds, equipment, parenting programmes or alternative accommodation 
(Wilson et al. 2011: 461ff). Children with disabilities and those with special 
educational needs are entitled to Education Health and Care Plans which can run 
from birth to 25 years, and parent carers and young carers are also eligible for 
support (Brammer 2010: 185ff). 

Second, social workers assume the lead role in investigating child protection 
referrals when there are allegations of neglect, emotional maltreatment, physical 
injuries or sexual abuse (TSCW 2014). They convene child protection conferences 
and co-ordinate child protection plans, and if they require additional powers they 
can apply to the family courts under the Children Act 1989 for a range of orders 
to intervene on a compulsory basis in the life of a child and their family (Brammer 
2010: 230ff). When there are parallel criminal proceedings, the police take the 
lead role in dealing with alleged perpetrators of abuse. 

Third, a social worker is appointed to any child who becomes ‘looked after’ by 
the local authority, whether on a voluntary basis (i.e. children in need who are 
accommodated) or a compulsory basis (i.e. children subject to a Care Order) 
(Brammer 2010: 285ff). Finally, social workers undertake assessments of suitability 
vis-à-vis adults who are offering a home for a child (Brammer 2010: 309ff). 

In adult care settings, there is no legislative mandate for specifi c roles to be 
reserved for social workers, so the roles which are typically discharged by social 
workers may be delegated to other caring professionals or social care workers 
(TSCW 2014). Three areas of work can be highlighted here. First, social workers 
are usually the lead professional when assessing the social care needs of elderly 
and disabled people and determining their eligibility for services under the Care 
Act 2014. This work typically involves securing a care package to enable people 
to maintain independent living in the community or to return to the community 
after a period of hospitalisation. 

Second, social workers should act as the lead professional when making 
enquiries into allegations that adults are being neglected, abused or exploited 
(TSCW 2014). However, there is the presumption in English law that adults have 
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the right to choose relationships and lifestyles which may be harmful to them. 
Consequently, social workers can offer advice on practical alternatives to adults 
who are neglecting themselves or being ill-treated by others, but they cannot resort 
to legal measures to enforce health and safety except when a service user lacks the 
mental capacity to make an informed decision on the relevant matter. The Mental 
Capacity Act 2005 enables social workers to assess the mental capacity of adults 
and to make decisions which are in the best interests of adults who lack mental 
capacity. Under these circumstances referrals to other specialists in the civil and 
criminal justice systems may also be necessary (Brammer 2010: 465ff, 487ff). 

Third, social workers act as Approved Mental Health Professionals (AMHPs) 
under the Mental Health Act 1983. This legislation confers a wide range of powers 
and duties upon AMHPs when dealing with people suffering mental disorders, i.e. 
they can receive a mentally disordered person into local authority guardianship 
and they can undertake advocacy to protect the human rights of people deprived 
of liberty (Brammer 2010: 428ff; Wilson et al. 2011: 595ff). 

In a nutshell, it is incumbent upon social workers in the statutory sector to 
manage the nexus of dilemmas around ‘care versus control’, ‘liberty versus 
security’ and ‘rights versus risks’. This means that social work is a risky business, 
and when our service users or carers are the victims or perpetrators of serious 
harm, the media typically lambasts the lead professionals and their allies (Stanley 
and Manthorpe 2004). 

Transcultural dilemmas in the metropolis 
The UK’s transnational profi le can be decoded from the 2011 Census: of the 63 
million registered residents in the UK, 87 per cent identify as white British, 
leaving 13 per cent who trace their origins or that of one or both parents or 
grandparents to another country (Offi ce for National Statistics 2011). 

The increase in the BME population from 8 per cent in the 2001 Census to 13 
per cent in the 2011 Census is attributable to the propensity of BME couples to 
have more children than their white counterparts, rather than any infl ux of 
migrants, asylum seekers or refugees (Laird 2008). According to the United 
Nations (UN 2014), there are fewer asylum seekers in Britain than in many other 
European countries, with only 23,500 new applications in 2013. Whilst adult 
asylum seekers can be held in detention centres or dispersed around the country 
pending the adjudication of their claim, unaccompanied minors are 
accommodated by the local authority (Brammer 2010: 565ff), and children who 
may have been traffi cked into the UK are dealt with under child protection 
protocols (HM Government 2011). 

The Equality Act 2010 defi nes race and religion as ‘protected characteristics’ 
(along with age, gender, disability and sexual orientation) in order to prohibit 
negative discrimination (Brammer 2010: 151ff). Nevertheless, research has 
consistently revealed the under-representation of BME citizens as voluntary 
service users and the over-representation of African, Caribbean and dual heritage 
citizens as compulsory clients in the child protection, mental health and criminal 
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justice systems (Graham 2007). BME citizens have established their own support 
networks, often housed in religious centres such as black churches, mosques and 
temples (Laird 2008: 64ff, 88ff, 108ff), as well as charities campaigning against 
racial inequalities in the welfare state (e.g. the AFIYA Trust). 

Questions of racial injustice have been superseded in recent years by those of 
cultural harm (International NGO Council on Violence against Children 2012). 
The pivotal event was the death of an eight-year-old African girl Victoria Climbié 
in London in 2000. She had been malnourished and maltreated by her carer who 
claimed that the girl was ‘possessed’ by ‘evil spirits’, and she was due to undergo 
a deliverance or exorcism ceremony at a black church on the day of her death 
(Laming 2003: 32ff). Anti-oppressive ethics and politics have not yet countenanced 
the conundrums wrought by cultural harm, and incommensurable worldviews, but 
government policy is that when culturally framed beliefs and behaviours cause 
objective harm to young people then the protection of youth must override respect 
for cultural diversity (Department for Education and Skills 2007). London has 
become the umbrella for transcultural work between the safeguarding children 
authorities, churches of all denominations, black communities and black charities 
such as the Victoria Climbié Foundation, the Congolese Family Centre and 
AFRUCA (Africans Unite against Child Abuse). Groups have been convened for 
African parents and young people respectively so that they can debate their 
cultural norms, values and beliefs and those of child care professionals (Briggs et 
al. 2011: 35ff, 41ff, 50ff). A key divergence is that the rights of the elders are 
enshrined in most African cultures, whilst the rights of the child are emblazoned 
on the child protection apparatus in the UK. AFRUCA has been at the forefront of 
transcultural education, rolling out training on African cultures for child protection 
workers and guidance on parenting and child protection for African parents 
(AFRUCA 2012). This has culminated in the launch of a National Working Group 
on Child Abuse Linked to Faith or Belief (2012), with a remit extending to 
mosques and Muslim communities, to other metropolitan areas, and covering 
multiple forms of cultural harm. 

New civil orders and safeguarding policies are in place to prevent other forms 
of cultural harm such as female genital mutilation and forced marriages, along 
with criminal offences to punish those who transgress (HM Government 2014b; 
HM Government 2014a). Tragically, cultural harm may be exacerbated by 
cultural transitioning (Briggs et al. 2011: 32ff). For example, the elders of a 
family are more likely to maintain cultural traditions around arranged marriages 
whilst the younger generation is assimilating norms and values from the 
mainstream culture around autonomy and choice of romantic partner. This ignites 
intergenerational strife within the family. Formal remedies in the civil and 
criminal courts can only come into play if the authorities are aware of the problem. 
Yet it is extraordinarily diffi cult for a young person from a minority ethnic 
community to disclose their predicament to social workers as this is tantamount 
to shaming their elders. It is also disturbing for social workers to deal with such 
cases since it requires a departure from their professional norms around mediating 
in family disputes. The policy guidance is to protect the young person by invoking 
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legal measures and removing them to a refuge if necessary whilst refraining from 
attempts at family mediation (HM Government 2014b). Charities such as Karma 
Nirvana have emerged from BME communities to campaign against forced 
marriages and to support victims and survivors, paving the way for more 
transcultural safeguarding initiatives. 

Conclusion 
The United Kingdom is arguably a misnomer for a deeply divided queendom. 
There are economic divisions between a wealthy elite and an increasingly 
impoverished working class and unemployed underclass. Under these 
circumstances, policies of welfare retrenchment are likely to generate more social 
problems and safeguarding failures. There are also cultural differences within and 
between majority and minority ethnic communities. Given that inequality, 
diversity and population growth are positively correlated with social confl ict, we 
are likely to witness more prejudice against asylum seekers and less compassionate 
understanding for cultural harms which manifest in some BME communities. 
Finally, there are institutional segregations within the social work profession, so 
that social workers in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland are educated 
and organised quite differently.

Note
1  Acknowledgements: Dave Marsland and Liz Price provided guidance on social work 

with adults in England. 
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9 Evolution of professional 
social work in India and 
transnational issues faced 

Arvind Kumar Agrawal and Asutosh Pradhan 

India is an emerging economy and promises high growth rates, even against the 
backdrop of global economic recession. However, with a population of 1.2 billion 
it is faced with numerous problems of poverty. With a Human Development Index 
of 0.547 it occupies the 135th position worldwide, which proves the point that its 
scarce resources have to be invested heavily in social welfare. 

Other major problems faced at present are large-scale inequality; unemployment; 
costly health services and inadequate public health care; lack of quality universal 
education, particularly in rural areas; corruption and ineffi cient governance; low 
female literacy; street children and child labour; malnutrition, high maternal and 
infant mortality; domestic violence; increased incidence of rape; lack of social 
development infrastructure in rural and tribal areas; environmental pollution; 
barrier-free access for the disabled population etc. To compound all this, 
liberalisation and privatisation have led to a lurking fear of reduced welfare 
spending which may affect ordinary people. 

Evolution of social welfare in India 
Notions of welfare are rooted in the ancient values of dana1 and punya2. Kautilya’s 
Arthsastra (fourth century BCE) specifi es the role of the state and citizens which 
includes help, social services and social development (Jha 1999). During the eighteenth 
century, India witnessed a drastic change in its polity under colonial rule. The spread 
of modern values and missionary work, including in the fi elds of health and education, 
were signifi cant developments. Social reform movements during this period saw the 
enactment of social legislation. Colonial rule, however, became the main reason for 
marginalisation and acute poverty. Leaders of the freedom struggle also pioneered 
social development projects which continued in independent India (Singh 1996). 

Post-independence, India declared itself a Welfare State and enshrined in its 
constitution various strands of social welfare, justice and human rights. The socially 
and economically backward, such as the Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes 
(ST), Minorities, Other Backward Classes (OBC), poor, and women in particular, 
were targeted for development. This also included the disabled, elderly, children, 
juvenile and adult offenders, refugees, the mentally challenged etc. (Goel 2010). 
Other prominent legislation and programmes were developed in relation to social 
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security, social assistance and social insurance for the poor and disadvantaged; 
environmental protection laws related to land, water, forest, pollution, sanitation, 
slum improvement, displacement, resettlement and rehabilitation etc. 

These welfare programmes and services were developed and carried out after 
independence by the Department of Social Security, in 1964 upgraded into the 
full-fl edged Ministry of Social Welfare, further renamed in 1988 the Ministry of 
Social Justice and Empowerment. This evolution in nomenclature is evidence of 
the changing paradigm of social welfare in India. Power to the people was 
enshrined through the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in relation to 
local self-governance, ensuring adequate representation of SC, ST and women in 
various local bodies and the enactment of the Right to Information Act 2005. 
Since 2010 various state governments too have started enacting laws related to 
citizens’ rights to public services. 

Professional social workers made valuable contributions to this evolution in a 
way that had a lasting impact on social welfare systems in India – from a service-
reformist-ameliorative mode to a developmental-empowerment-rights-based 
mode. The purpose over the years was to usher in planned change in multiple 
sectors. In the last two decades, the goal of the government has been to bring 
about inclusive growth and development so that the marginalised and vulnerable 
get a fair and just chance to benefi t from the policies and programmes launched by 
the government (Desai 2002). 

Prevailing social welfare systems in India 
India has a federal structure of governance, with powers shared by the central 
government and the states. Various welfare schemes are implemented by state 
governments independently or with part funding from the central government, 
termed ‘Central Plan Assistance’ (CPA). For example, CPA for ‘Social Security 
and Welfare’ covers debt relief for farmers; pension schemes for the unorganised 
sector titled Swavalamban (self-help) Scheme; the Social Security Fund under 
Aam Aadmi Bima Yojana (insurance for the common citizens); and grant-in-aid 
to the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) to 
fi nance Women’s Self Help Groups, to name just a few. These and other similar 
programmes are implemented by various ministries and departments of the central 
and state governments. If it were not for issues of governance, ineffective service 
delivery and corruption, these welfare programmes could have defi nitely 
contributed to the amelioration of the disadvantaged. 

Provision of Social Assistance is currently by way of cash transfer or conditional 
cash/in-kind transfers under food-for-work or employment guarantee under the 
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act of 2005 or subsidies 
for construction of houses in rural areas, scholarships for SC and STs; in-kind 
transfers under child welfare programmes including Midday Meals in schools; 
disaster relief or relief to victims of domestic violence; assistance to the elderly in 
the form of shelter, day care services, pension-, or food security; health assistance, 
and disability programmes. 
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To improve governance the Government of India (GOI) has embarked on 
efforts for large-scale fi nancial inclusion by providing banking access to all 
families in the country. This aims to prevent corruption and reduce large scale 
pilfering of welfare funds. A paradigm shift is taking place since cash transfers to 
the benefi ciary’s bank account have been initiated for various welfare schemes. 

The number of benefi ciaries targeted through most of the fl agship social welfare 
programmes is quite large and this requires the involvement of professionals in 
service delivery. A positive outcome of this has been that in recent years the 
government is recruiting social work professionals as Consultants or Project/
Programme Coordinators for effective implementation of these programmes. 
However, the recognition of social workers in terms of salary and working 
conditions is inadequate. The lack of any active national professional body or 
association of social work or a National Council for Social Work similar to that of 
the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) or International 
Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) has deprived the social work profession in 
India of much deserved status and recognition within the country that could 
infl uence the government to identify and reserve positions in various sectors of 
welfare and social policy for professional social workers for more effective 
service delivery. 

Social work profession and social work education 
In the pre-independence era, the Nagpada Neighbourhood House (1926) was 
established in Bombay by Dr Clifford Manshardt on the lines of the Settlement 
House, USA, which set in motion the early years of professionalisation of social 
work in India (Bose 1987). Its basic objective was to work in the context of social 
problems in slums. Professional Social Work Education (SWE) in the form of a 
diploma course in Social Service Administration began in 1936 at the Sir Dorabji 
Tata Graduate School of Social Work, Bombay, later renamed the Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences (TISS). The 1950s and 1960s saw a number of schools of social 
work established in different parts of the country, mostly by Christian Missionaries. 
Initially diploma courses were offered, but within two to fi ve years master’s 
programmes with specialisations were started while undergraduate programmes 
began 30 years later in 1971. At present there are more than 500 schools of social 
work in India. 

Due academic recognition of social work came when the University Grants 
Commission (UGC) instituted the 1st and 2nd Review Committee for social work 
education in 1960 and 1975 respectively. The mandate was to develop structured 
social work curricula for social work education and evolving mechanisms for the 
promotion and maintenance of standards of education, training, research and 
practice. In 2001 the UGC Model Curriculum for Social Work Education was 
developed (UGC 2011), the aim being the indigenisation of SWE and provision of 
fl exibility in choices of courses that suited local needs (Thomas 2010). In 1961 the 
Association of Schools of Social Work in India (ASSWI) was established and 
stressed improvement of social work training including standardisation of 
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pedagogical aspects. After the ASSWI became defunct, the Indian Association of 
Social Work Education (IASWE) was established in 2014. 

Currently most schools of social work offer a generic programme, having 
moved away from specialisations. Concerns that SWE in India adopted a Western 
model (Nagpaul 1993) continue to haunt even today, mostly because of a lack of 
indigenous literature and non-existence of evidence-based research on social 
work practice. Contextualising SWE to the Indian situation during the 1940s and 
even now continues to be a huge concern. Some of the most striking areas of focus 
of social work intervention could have been in effecting structural changes, 
especially to benefi t the dalits3 or SCs, STs and large sections of the poor. There 
is an emerging view that specialisation in dalit and tribal social work, rural 
development, social development, advocacy work and policy advocacy etc. would 
make the profession more ethnically tuned to the Indian setting. There are also 
emerging concerns and challenges that social work needs to address, which – as 
outlined below – have transnational moorings. 

Contextualising transnational social work (TSW) in India: key 
issues faced 
It would be pertinent to understand the effects of globalisation and global forces 
in the Indian context and the transnational character of social issues faced. Issues 
that need to be addressed under TSW include: the economic impact of globalisation 
in production processes leading to large-scale displacement or retrenchment of 
labour and a rise in unemployment (Sen and Dasgupta 2009); labour unrest that is 
a result of mechanisation and modernisation (Agarwala et al. 2004); farmer 
suicide caused by crop failure and resulting indebtedness; increased urbanisation 
leading to intra-country migration and the problem of slums; and privatisation of 
the health sector making health services out-of-reach of the poor (Peters 2002; 
Iyer 2005). Social impacts of modernisation and globalisation are believed to be 
in the form of the nuclearisation of families including an increase in single family 
norms and empty nest phenomena due to increased emigration. Modern and 
liberal thinking has led to an increase in inter-caste marriages inviting the ire of 
Khap Panchayats4; and promiscuous relationships affected by loosening of 
traditional forms of social control. Global feminist movements (Mitra 2011) have 
led to the enactment of The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 
2005, while the infl uence of international civil society has led to environmental 
and human rights movements. 

Liberalisation policies have attracted huge investments from multi-national 
companies. However, such investments have not resulted in the overall 
development of the local or indigenous peoples. Mining of mineral resources has 
caused large-scale displacement and suffering to tribal peoples (Mathur 2013). 
Modern and mechanised operations and relaxation of labour laws have not 
increased job opportunities but contributed instead to pollution and increased 
health hazards. Globalisation has thus increased the misery of the local and 
indigenous peoples and the government has failed to serve its citizens as a welfare 
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state as enshrined in the Indian Constitution and in protecting their right to life and 
a dignifi ed living (Aerthayil 2008). Other key transnational issues faced are: 

Migration 

Out-Migration has increased in recent years, mostly from the states of Kerala, 
Punjab, Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka, leading to a range of issues 
and problems such as exploitative and abusive employers; unhygienic and 
inhumane work and living conditions; duping of potential migrants by cheats; 
abuse of brides in the case of transnational marriages. In the case of Punjab in 
particular, parents of girls often want a transnational marriage alliance so that 
their loved one would have a bright future which in many cases has turned out to 
be a disastrous assumption. Cases of desertion, divorce, abuse, illicit relationships 
and extra-marital affairs often crop-up later (Hawley 2013; Mishra 2015). 

Infi ltration and refugee problems 

Infi ltration from across the border from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 
Myanmar, and Tibet has created national security and law and order issues and 
refugee problems (Muni and Baral 1996; Chirantan 2009). Border states including 
Assam, Nagaland, Tripura and West Bengal, which have a common and porous 
boundary with Bangladesh, are faced with a demographic crisis (Sinha 1998). 
Local resentment and opposition has resulted in violent attacks on migrants and 
has led to a humanitarian crisis. Such large-scale violence has led to frequent 
breakdowns in peace in the region caused by persistent confl ict, leading to human 
deaths and destruction of houses. 

Surrogacy 

Transnational surrogacy is fast catching on in India (Qadeer and John 2009). The 
absence of a strict regulatory regime to deal with transnational surrogacy may put 
surrogate mothers at risk, including in situations like the death of the surrogate 
mother, birth deformities in the new-born child prompting desertion by biological 
parents, or disputes over fees for surrogacy. Legislation currently only exists in 
draft form, known as ‘The Assisted Reproductive Technologies (Regulation) Bill 
2010’ (ICSW 2010). ‘Non-medical evaluation’ of surrogate and biological parents 
by trained social workers would help ‘determine the party’s suitability to parent’ 
by considering not only ‘[t]he ability and disposition of the person being evaluated 
to give a child love, affection and guidance,’ but also ‘[t]he ability of the person 
to adjust to and assume the inherent risks of the contract’ (Rao 2003: 29). 

Inter-country adoption 

Inter-country adoption is another area where professional social workers can play 
a key role in the appropriate screening, selection and monitoring of adoptive 
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parents (Bhargava 2005). There have been instances in the past where adoption 
was undertaken as pretext to having someone who would act as a domestic help at 
home. Sexual abuse of such children has also been reported in inter-country 
adoption. Hence, international law concerning the transnational adoption of 
children has developed in response to breaches of human rights, such as child 
traffi cking (Pfund 1994; Graff 2010). Screening and verifi cation of potential 
adoptive parents could possibly be better managed through intergovernmental and 
transborder NGO networks working in the fi eld of adoption. 

Clinical trials 

Another burning issue that calls for advocacy action and policy intervention is the 
problem of the illegal practice of surreptitious clinical trials (Dave 2009) conducted 
by private hospitals and multi-national pharmaceutical companies (Sandhya 
2009). Frequently the subjects of such clinical trials are poor and illiterate people 
who are not aware of their rights nor of the risk of adverse effects of such trials. In 
the event of death, disability or any other adverse health impact on the subjects, 
they often fail to receive adequate compensation and justice. 

Summary 
To sum up, it is expected that some of the transnational issues highlighted in the 
Indian context would initiate further refl ection and research in this grey area of 
social work practice. They call for an understanding of global factors impinging 
on social and welfare systems at the micro (e.g. individual, family, community), 
meso (e.g. larger community, panchayat or district) and macro (in terms of policy 
or programme) levels. Transnational social work practice would necessarily 
require skills in policy advocacy, cross-cultural competencies, general advocacy 
work, human rights practice etc. This may even prompt a course correction in 
social work education and training in India to ensure the coverage of emerging 
transnational issues and challenges. 

Notes
1  Denotes religious giving or charity.
2  Attainment of Moksha or salvation of the spirit through the pious practice of religious giving.
3  The term dalit, meaning ‘oppressed’ in South Asia, is the self-chosen political name of 

castes which are classed as ‘untouchable’ in Hindu caste society. It implies a condition 
of being underprivileged and deprived of basic rights and refers to people who are 
suppressed on account of their lowly birth (Michael 2007).

4  Khap Panchayat or ‘Caste Council’ is a traditional patriarchal institution that consists of 
selected members of the representing villages who often hail from upper and dominant 
caste groups. Lately they have emerged as quasi-judicial bodies that pronounce harsh 
punishments based on age-old customs and traditions, often bordering on regressive 
measures to modern problems.
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10 The development of social 
welfare services and the social 
work profession in Israel

Merav Moshe Grodofsky

Israel is a young state. It was formally recognised by the United Nations Partition 
Plan in 1948; however, the history of the country can be traced back to over three 
thousand years ago, to the time of the forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

The foundations of the social work profession and the social welfare services 
were laid in the early twentieth century, prior to the establishment of the 
modern-day state. In 1931, under the rule of the British Mandate, the Va’ad 
Haleumi, the independent governing institution of the Jewish settlement, 
established the fi rst social work department (Gal and Weiss 2000; Spiro 2012).

Different models have infl uenced the development of the social service system 
and the social work profession in Israel. The British Beveridge social insurance 
model with its emphasis on social assistance for the poor, was crucial for the 
formation of the initial social welfare institutions and structures and ultimately for 
the development of the welfare state. The social work profession on the other hand 
evolved under the infl uence of German and American social work models (Gal 
and Weiss 2000; Doron 2004). 

Israel and Israeli society
Population

Data released by the Israeli Census Bureau in 2013 reported that Israel’s population 
has exceeded 8 million. Three-quarters of the population are reported to be Jewish; 
approximately 20 per cent Arab, and approximately 4 per cent other religions 
including Arab Christians (Zeiger 2013). There is a clear Jewish majority and 
Arab minority. 

Israel is a country of immigrants. Since its establishment, the country has seen 
an infl ux of immigrants from Europe, North Africa and – more recently – from the 
former Soviet Union, Ethiopia and Western countries including the United States, 
Canada and France. It has been defi ned as a ‘divided society’ characterised by 
‘deep schisms running through the social fabric … with each group having distinct 
cultural, religious and political identities’ (Desivilya and Yassour-Borochowitz 
2010: 38). Divisions within the Jewish majority can be found between religious 
and secular communities, Ashkenazi (European) and Mizrahi (Asian-African) 
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communities, new immigrants and veteran communities as well as along political 
lines (Moshe Grodofsky and Yudelevich 2012). 

Alongside the Palestinian or Arab-Israeli minority, there are apparent divisions 
among community subgroups, including Muslims, Christians, Druze and Bedouin. 
Schisms within Israeli society are compounded by the ongoing, more than 
100-year-old, confl ict between Israel and its Arab neighbours and more than fi ve 
wars fought since the establishment of the state. 

Political system

Israel’s political system is based upon a parliamentary democracy. The President 
of Israel, an apolitical ceremonial fi gurehead, is the head of the state. The Prime 
Minister of Israel is the head of the government. The prime minister appoints a 
Cabinet. The Parliament, known as the Knesset, has 120 members elected for a 
four-year term. In the 2015 elections, ten different political parties secured 
representation in the Knesset. 

Israel does not have a Constitution but in 1992 the Knesset enacted two Basic 
Laws that address basic individual rights: they are Freedom of Occupation, and 
Human Dignity and Liberty. There is ongoing debate in Israel surrounding the 
nature of Israel’s democracy, in that the state defi nes itself as both Jewish and 
democratic. Religion continues to play a major role in public affairs, including 
matters of marriage and divorce. Religion in public affairs has served to alienate 
non-religious Jewish citizens while simultaneously ignoring and often undermining 
the interests of Israel’s Arab minority. 

The Israeli social welfare system
Israeli social welfare services developed over three distinct periods; according to 
Doron (2004) the development of the system was infl uenced by the leadership of 
each period. The fi rst period (1940s until early 1960s) laid the foundations for the 
social service system and – particularly between 1948 and 1951 – the emerging 
country absorbed 700,000 new immigrants, among them Holocaust survivors and 
entire communities from North Africa, Yemen and Iraq (Spiro et al. 1998; 
Stypinska 2007). With few resources and growing populations in need of basic 
services, social welfare institutions were in great demand. 

Three basic principles infl uenced social service growth: the recognition of the 
family as the primary unit of social service assistance, the recognition of local 
services funded by the state as the primary provider of assistance and the 
recognition of social workers as the professionals mandated to provide social 
services (Spiro et al. 1998; Gal and Weiss 2000; Spiro 2001). 

Professional development of the social service system during the initial 
post-state period was directed primarily by women infl uenced by social work 
pioneers in pre-state Israel, among them Dr Henrietta Szold and Sidi Vronsky, a 
colleague of the well-known German social work educator Alice Salomon. In its 
initial stages, the social welfare system adopted the predominant Zionist ethos of 
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the time – that it was the responsibility of the Jewish State to absorb waves of 
immigration (Doron 2004) and to ensure that the collective look after individuals 
and families in need. During this period social services included both fi nancial 
and material assistance as well as professional support and care. According to 
Doron (2004) the system was highly hierarchical and centralised and driven by the 
values and the ethics of those women who served as its leaders. In 1958 legislation 
formalised the operation of the local social service system. 

The Israeli social welfare system – second phase of development

Changes in Israeli politics between the 1960s and the 1980s infl uenced the second 
stage of the development of the social service system. Professionals who advanced 
the system in its initial stages were replaced by male non-professionals aligned 
with the National Religious political party. Leaders of this period spearheaded the 
development of the legal basis for the social welfare system, including policy to 
delineate criteria for the allocation of benefi ts and entitlements and institutionalisation 
of the professional social work role. Laws and regulations set forth in 1958 
formalised and institutionalised the mandate and operations of the local welfare 
offi ces and clarifi ed professional roles (Doron 2004; Gal and Weiss 2000). 

It was during the fi rst half of the 1970s that the Israeli welfare state experienced 
rapid growth. Gal and Weiss (2000) attribute this to the country’s military victory 
in the Six Day War of 1967 and the economic growth that followed. The country 
experienced additional waves of immigration from the West and the Soviet Union. 
Simultaneously, poverty, growing social gaps and civil unrest were challenges of 
the time. 

These developments led to new social welfare programmes and an increase in 
welfare expenditure per annum between 1970 and 1975 (Cnaan 1998). During this 
period, fi nancial and material assistance provided together with psychosocial 
support during the fi rst phase of social welfare service development were separated 
and eventually, during the 1980s, fi nancial and material assistance was moved 
from the welfare system to the National Insurance Institute (Gal and Weiss 2000). 

The Israeli social welfare system – third phase of development

During the 1980s and the 1990s, The Ministry of Welfare was in part controlled 
by Israel’s two major political parties, Likud and Avodah, yet also fell under the 
leadership of ultra-Orthodox sectoral political parties including Tami, Agudat 
Yisrael and Shas. Not only did the leadership lack an understanding of social 
welfare, but as Doron (2004) notes, they encountered an ideological rift between 
particular and universal orientations: the ultra-Orthodox parties envisioned the 
role of social welfare through a religious lens where values of charity and 
assistance to one’s own were dominant, as opposed to services that ensure basic 
social rights as a matter of universal citizenship. 

Doron (2004) notes that these parties chose to cope with the ideological confl ict 
through the transfer of resources to newly emerging non-governmental organisations 
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that shared the values of the ruling ultra-Orthodox party. In effect this advanced the 
privatisation of Israeli social services at the same time that the government was 
encouraging the private provision of education and health services. Gal and Weiss 
(2000) suggest that the trend to privatise social, educational and health services, severe 
cuts in welfare expenditure and changes in universal programmes were infl uenced in 
part by worldwide economic stagnation, an economic crisis in Israel enhanced by the 
1973 Yom Kippur War and a shift to conservative and economic thought. 

The development of the social work profession in Israel
During the 1950s the social work profession functioned without formal legislation 
but since the establishment of the state the profession has undergone a gradual 
process of professionalisation (Doron et al. 2008). Social work professionalisation 
has been the product of a number of processes, among them professional training 
(including academic recognition of the profession), the expansion of professional 
research, knowledge and expertise, the promotion of professional methodologies 
and fi elds of intervention, the establishment of the professional association and 
the professional code of ethics, and the advancement of legislation delineating the 
mandate of the profession (Doron 2004; Doron et al. 2008; Spiro 2012; Spiro et 
al. 1998; Gal and Weiss 2000). According to Doron, Rosner and Karpel, ‘in 
legislative terms social work has developed to the point where over 60 different 
laws and hundreds of regulations assign a wide range of roles and responsibilities 
to social workers’ (Doron et al. 2008: 4). 

The fi rst social work training programme opened in Jerusalem in 1934. Prior to 
the establishment of the state and until 1948, 150 social workers completed their 
professional training (Spiro 2012). In 1958 the profession gained recognition as 
an academic fi eld. The fi rst undergraduate programme in social work education 
was established at the Paul Baerwald School of Social Work, at the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem. The Israeli social welfare system was highly dependent 
upon aid from Jewish organisations in North America to advance the profession. 
These organisations sent professionals to Israel and simultaneously secured 
scholarships for Israelis to attend academic programmes in social work in North 
America (Spiro et al. 1998). 

Casework and the distribution of fi nancial assistance to the neediest populations 
in the country characterised the professional social work role during the 1950s. 
The majority of social workers were employed by local welfare offi ces with only 
a minority working in psychiatric hospitals, in schools, within the probation 
system and special services for immigrants and fi nally in community work. 
Moreover, social workers rarely engaged in policy or social change work. Similar 
to North American social work, the profession in Israel did not identify social 
change work as an integral part of the professional mandate (Gal and Weiss 2000). 

During the 1970s social justice principles were at the forefront of the social 
work profession. Social workers trained in community organising were 
instrumental during the protests staged by immigrants from North African 
countries to combat the discrimination and prejudice that they had experienced 
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since the establishment of the state. Concurrently, social workers went on strike to 
force the Jerusalem municipality to fund needy clients when state funds ran out. 
Finally, social workers provided recommendations to the Prime Minister’s 
Committee on Children and Youth in Need and as Gal and Weiss (2000) note, 
were successful in infl uencing the social welfare policy and legislation of the 
following decade. 

The Israeli Association of Social Workers

The Israeli Association of Social Workers was established in 1937 and has been 
an infl uential body in the development of the social work profession in Israel. The 
association is active in the development of social services, the advancement of 
professional competencies and status, the promotion of job security and social 
lobbying (Spiro 2012). Spiro (Spiro 2012) suggests that the greatest success of the 
association was the creation of a monopoly for the professional mandate ensuring 
that no other professions can engage in areas defi ned within this mandate. In 1996, 
after years of political lobbying, The Israeli Association of Social Workers 
succeeded in the passage of The Social Workers Act 1996. 

The Social Workers Act 1996

The Social Workers Act 1996 has two goals. The fi rst is to ensure that social 
workers heed the principle of professionalism and have appropriate qualifi cations 
to function as social workers. According to the law, practising social workers 
must hold an academic degree and must be registered for practice in the social 
work registry (Doron et al. 2008). The second goal is to ensure the protection of 
social work clients and to safeguard the professional status of social workers in 
society (Doron et al. 2008). In light of the challenges that face the profession, not 
only in Israel but internationally as well, the law provides a safety net for those 
engaged in the profession. 

Current state of the social work profession in Israel
Over the past two decades the social work profession in Israel has grown in size, 
and has become both more professional and more diverse. While in the late 1960s 
there were just over a thousand social workers, by 1997 there were over 10,000 
professional social workers in the country (Gal and Weiss 2000: 490). Whereas in 
the late 1960s the majority of social workers were employed by the local welfare 
departments, today social workers are employed in health and mental health 
facilities, senior citizen services, counselling centres, corrections, factories and 
more (Gal and Weiss 2000). Social workers are also engaging in feminist social 
work (Peled and Krumer-Nevo 2012) and in multicultural social work (Korin-
Langer and Nadan 2012). 

Gal and Weiss (2000) discuss two dominant trends: fi rst, a separation between the 
income-maintenance role and the treatment role of the profession within the social 
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welfare services as the beginning of a predominant trend that identifi es the individual 
as the source of his/her distress. Following this school of thought social work 
professionals are more inclined to engage in individual work (psychotherapeutic) 
and group therapy methods with mainstream social work populations. 

A second major trend in the profession has been the entry of social work 
professionals into the market sector. Growing social service privatisation has led 
to professional employment in non-governmental non-profi t and for profi t 
organisations, as well as to a growth in private practice (Gal and Weiss 2000). 

Perhaps in response to this and in the aftermath of social work involvement in the 
social protests of the early 1970s, the profession has seen a gradual yet steady rise 
in social activism and in activity that targets the environment, institutions and policy 
as the source for individual distress. The Israeli Association of Social Workers has 
adopted a more activist role and the code of ethics, revised in 1994, emphasises the 
professional commitment to social justice principles (Gal and Weiss 2000). 

Israeli social workers are gradually becoming more apt to engage in political 
work through the establishment of social work organisations such as Ossim 
Shalom – Social Workers for Peace and Social Welfare that recognises the 
relationship between the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian confl ict and welfare 
expenditure or lack thereof. Social work students have established the organisation, 
Ossim Shinui – Social Workers for Change. Furthermore, during the 2011 Israeli 
social protest movement, social work professionals were actively involved in a 
variety of aspects of the protests (Moshe Grodofsky and Makaros 2016). Certainly 
there is a sense that a new generation of social workers is making its way into 
social work education and the profession. 

Problems and challenges for social work development
Looking towards the future, social work in Israel faces a myriad of challenges 
including those that relate to the on-going political confl ict within a volatile 
Middle East, growing levels of inequality and poverty within society and the 
phenomena that accompany them, and population changes. All of these have a 
bearing on transnational social work and the social work profession has become 
increasingly concerned with its role in political confl ict around the world (Ramon 
et al. 2006; Moshe Grodofsky and Yudelevich 2012; Moshe Grodofsky 2007; 
Moshe Grodofsky 2001). This is, for example, evident in increasing numbers of 
asylum seekers from Africa making their way to Israel’s borders. According to 
available data, by 2011 more than 20,000 asylum seekers had entered the country 
(Raijman and Barak-Bianco 2015: 4). Yacobi contends that ‘the fl ow of 
non-Jewish, non-white migrants into Israel is having a signifi cant impact in the 
Israeli ethnocratic context’ (Yacobi 2009: 48). The question of refugee status 
challenges Israel’s social and political discourse which Yacobi notes is ‘caught 
between its own ethnocratic ideologies and a wider commitment to universal 
human rights’ (Yacobi 2009: 51). 

Within this complexity social workers are engaged in human rights and 
psychosocial work with asylum seekers. Social workers have voiced the dual loyalty 
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confl ict that characterised their work – on the one hand the guiding principles of 
social justice; on the other hand the complexity of working within governmental 
systems that have not fully recognised the status or rights of asylum seekers. 
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11 Social welfare in Malaysia
Provision and limitation

Kartini Aboo Talib

Politics and government
Malaysia is a federal constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary democracy 
largely infl uenced by the British system. The bicameral parliament consists of a 
House of Representatives and the Senate. One of the unique features of the political 
system in Malaysia is that the sovereign (Paramount Ruler or Yang di-Pertuan 
Agong in Malay) is elected every fi ve years by and from the nine hereditary rulers 
of the nine states of the Malay Peninsula. This division of powers amongst the 
different organs of government provides a system of checks and balances. 

The Malay Peninsula started to become a plural society in the early 1920s with 
a substantial infl ux of workers and labourers from Southern China and Southern 
India. By the end of the 1930s, the Malay Peninsula had evolved into a plural 
society with the Chinese population reaching 30 per cent and the Indian 14 per 
cent, respectively (Teo Seong 2010). Today, Malaysia is an ethnically diverse 
modern society that exhibits ethnic heterogeneity (Marger 2003). After 57 years 
of independence, Malaysia continues to demonstrate unity amongst its multi-
ethnic population and little ethnic confrontation relative to Sri Lanka (Abeyratne 
2008; Shamsul 2009). Moreover, the east Malaysia states including Sabah and 
Sarawak comprise numerous indigenous groups and the record of harmonious 
ethnic relationships is sound since they joined Malaysia in 1963. 

Currently, the population is 30 million and Malaysia is a great example of 
cultural and religious tolerance. Vernacular schools, ethnic programmes, religious 
festivals and celebrations are supported by the government. Instead of creating a 
melting pot, Malaysia has painstakingly weaved a rich cultural mosaic into its 
multi-ethnic society.1 The plurality in this multifaceted society is like the colours 
of the rainbow – separate but not apart (Faruqi 2010: 68). Furthermore, this multi-
ethnic society is made more plural and colourful with infl uxes of immigrants. 

Social work in Malaysia
Social work was introduced in Malaysia by the British Colonial Administration as 
early as the 1930s, mainly focusing on the problems of migrant workers from 
India and China. After the Second World War, other social problems became 
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prominent, including issues of expulsion as a result of war, juvenile delinquency 
and poverty, thus the Department of Social Welfare was established in 1946. This 
department assists specifi c target groups and provides, for example, fi nancial aid, 
probation programmes for juveniles, shelters for women and girls exposed to 
domestic abuse, residential care for people with disabilities as well as care for 
elderly people. The British Almoners2 formed the fi rst professional body for social 
workers called the Malayan Association of Almoners (MAA) in 1955. In the late 
1960s, it was renamed the Malaysian Association of Medical Social Workers 
(MAMSW). In the early 1970s, medical social workers initiated the inclusion of 
colleagues from social welfare, prisons and social work education programmes. 
Consequently, the Malaysian Association of Social Workers (MASW) was 
formed on 3 March 1973 and registered with the Registrar of Societies on 28 
March 1974, while the MAMSW was dissolved on 16 May 1975 (Malaysian 
Association of Social Workers). 

The consequences of the Second World War were a powerful impetus that 
formalised the creation of social welfare programmes in Malaysia (Rashid 2000: 
320). Public health issues were among the foremost concerns in this period 
considering that Malaysian-born social workers were trained by the British. As a 
colony, colonial knowledge and understanding determined the category of 
services created in Malaysia. Additionally, the post-war generation of social 
workers facilitated their inception of knowledge and experience through 
government-run medical social work. As a result, other forms of social work 
services managed independently by the state and taken up by non-governmental 
(NGOs) and community-based organisations (CBOs) came into being, such as 
shelters for women victims of violence, homeless people, and refugees. Other 
areas of social work for different target groups include elderly people, people with 
disabilities, women, children, youths, abandoned children, people with HIV/Aids, 
etc. These too are handled by the ministry or non-governmental organisations. 
NGOs are independent entities with workers and volunteers from many disciplines. 
The majority of active NGOs in Malaysia are advocacy groups campaigning for 
women’s issues. 

Social work in Malaysia is often referred to as social welfare. However, such an 
interpretation of the role and responsibility of the Social Welfare Department is 
not in line with most social work departments in advanced countries. The common 
understanding of social welfare in Malaysia is of a department that assists people 
with charity and provides care for the elderly, orphanages, or care for victims of 
natural disasters such as fl oods. 

The social work programmes offered in Malaysia at public and private 
universities include the BA, MA and PhD. To date, there is no statistical material 
available on the number of trained professionals working in social care. A social 
work degree is recognised as equal to other social sciences degrees, and the social 
work graduates normally end up doing other generalist work. Therefore, Crabtree 
(2005: 732) notes that social work in Malaysia continues to hold a weak and 
undefi ned position in both the civil service hierarchy and public perceptions. 
Although the popularity of social work programmes and courses offered at the 
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universities across the county is increasing, social work jobs and opportunities are 
limited. Students who have graduated from these courses struggle to fi nd 
themselves employed in either the government or private sectors, thus they are 
likely to be diverted permanently from a social work career. 

Some gaps and barriers, including lack of recognition, government inertia 
towards standardising social work training, and budget cuts in public expenditure, 
especially in state social welfare, further limit improvements in the social work 
fi eld in Malaysia. Lack of government recognition and incentives to recognise 
social work as a profession create diffi culties for trained social workers to be 
accepted as experts in many fi elds of social work practice. Social work positions 
are in fact fi lled with graduates from other disciplines including those from general 
social sciences or humanities (Crabtree 2005: 733). This trend reduces social 
work professionals to ordinary generalists. 

Social Welfare Department
Due to the lack of government recognition of social work professionalism, issues 
regarding social welfare are managed by the Social Welfare Department. This 
department was established in 1946 and its portfolio has evolved over the years. 
Shifting and moving the department from one ministry to another was intended to 
result in a bigger budget, more staff and more importance. The initiative to create 
a national social policy was necessary to achieve national unity among the multi-
ethnic population. The policy was established on 19 August 2003 (The Malaysian 
Government: online) based on a principle to ensure that every individual, family 
and community regardless of ethnicity, religion, culture, gender, political affi liation 
and regions can participate in and contribute to national development and improve 
the social well-being of citizens. The policy is viewed as social development based 
on virtue and the improvement of human potential to achieve unity and social 
stability with the aim to empower the society to become progressive.

The mission of the Social Welfare Department (The Malaysian Government: 
online) is to care for society and achieving such mission demands the government 
set a course of action, including providing protection and rehabilitation services, 
creating a caring society through continuous educational and practical programmes, 
and improving the well-being of the community through professional welfare and 
social development services.

This department also allocates fi nancial assistance to target groups who need 
help to live independently. In line with its principle to assist people, the government 
created the fi nancial assistance scheme. The aim of this fi nancial assistance 
scheme is to help low income families with their basic needs, to improve the 
standard of living and to ensure they can live independently.

The fi nancial assistance service requires certain basic criteria for the target group to 
be eligible for the service. The eligibility requirements include proof of citizenship and 
residential address, payslips that meet income eligibility standards, disability criteria, 
and numbers of dependants in a family. The citizenship requirement automatically 
denies legal immigrants with dependants any assistance from the government.



Social welfare in Malaysia 103

Delivering services 
The implementation of welfare assistance in Malaysia is consistent with the 
Concurrent List3 between the federal and state government. Registered applicants 
are assessed to verify their eligibility for assistance. However, the legal regulation 
for social welfare in Malaysia clearly states that the social welfare department is 
meant to assist citizens with certain eligibility criteria and automatically denies 
access as well as eligibility to non-citizens. There is therefore an absence of social 
welfare services that could help other groups in the community, especially legal 
immigrant workers who are non-citizens. 

Although the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights had considerable 
infl uence on the development of social work (Brammer 2010), the existing legal 
provisions in Malaysia provide less than satisfactory protection of rights, 
particularly those of immigrant workers. There remains a need to review the law 
and to fi nd ways for social work practice to be extended. It is vital to view the law 
as an opportunity to promote best practice and be a support to a real culture of 
rights by empowering service providers and users. 

Non-governmental organisations

The limitation on delivering services to non-citizens does not affect the role and 
contribution played by non-governmental organisations (NGOs).4 These non-state 
actors are becoming more signifi cant around the world and this phenomenon is 
also visible in Malaysia, especially in the context of assisting people in need. 
NGOs are private, non-profi t, professional organisations that are concerned with 
public welfare such as philanthropic foundations, religious development agencies, 
academic think tanks, social welfare institutions, human rights activists concerned 
with issues such as agricultural development, gender equality, health care, 
environment, indigenous people and many other areas such as sports, culture, etc. 
(Clarke 1998: 36). 

The increasing emphasis on grassroots and local autonomous initiatives in the 
development process make the involvement of NGOs profoundly important in 
delivering and providing social services to communities. Their involvement also 
represents a dramatic departure from the traditional state-centric system to 
decentralized forms of democratic government. NGOs’ efforts are varied, as are 
the ways in which they empower benefi ciary communities to mobilise themselves 
and improve their living conditions. 

Meanwhile, the issue of migrant domestic worker abuse is increasingly a 
growing concern in Malaysia. Several severe cases of maid abuse have 
attracted attention not just regionally but around the world. The Traffi cking in 
Persons (TIP) report of 2009 by the United States of America ranked Malaysia at 
Tier 3 (worst) for its violation against human rights based on the evidence of 
abused foreign domestic workers (Ab Wahab 2014). As a result, women’s 
organisations have come forward and offered support, such as shelters and advice, 
to the victims. 
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Case Studies of social work by women’s NGOs

Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO)5 is the NGO that has assisted and attended 
cases actively. Since its inception in 1982, WAO has received cases of domestic 
worker abuse and supported women from many different countries including 
Malaysia. The International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 189 clearly 
recognised domestic work as work, but in many countries, domestic workers are 
not recognised as workers (Crépeau 2014). As a result, domestic workers are not 
protected by labour laws. They are vulnerable to abuse because their workplaces 
are in private households, behind closed doors, out of the public eye, and physically 
isolated, thus it is diffi cult for them to take collective action. Most migrant 
domestic workers are women and they feel very discouraged to seek legal redress 
for abuse which can take years to settle the case. At the moment, there is no 
specifi c law in Malaysia to protect migrant domestic workers from violence and 
the WAO follows a series of protocols to handle the foreign domestic worker 
abuse cases including: 

• Filing complaints with the police, welfare and labour departments
• Processing applications with the Immigration Department
• Gathering medical reports and other evidence of abuse
• Assisting women in obtaining lawyers and initiating civil and criminal suits
• Lobbying the media for case coverage and advocacy.

WAO is making substantial efforts in promoting advocacy and ways to educate 
the community on changes of attitude towards migrant domestic workers. WAO 
also strengthens its strategy by lobbying the press to highlight the agenda of 
migrant domestic workers’ rights, the abuse and violations of human rights that 
are punishable by law. A comprehensive list of access to an effective remedy for 
human rights violations is stated in the UN Human Rights Council of Twenty-
sixth session (Crépeau 2014: 20f). Furthermore, another NGO that is active in 
building awareness on issues pertaining to migrant domestic workers is Tenaganita. 
It launched its campaign kit in 2012 demanding the government to include 
domestic work in the current national labour laws of both origin and destination 
countries as well as to introduce a Domestic Workers Act in order to protect the 
rights of migrant domestic workers.6 

Conclusion
Overall, social work in Malaysia has traditionally been concentrated in the fi eld of 
health care (e.g. hospitals). The line between social work and social welfare is still 
blurred in Malaysia and most people are likely to view both as similar if not the 
same. Such perspectives mean that social work still is not recognised as important 
as other professions. Social workers continue to be viewed as generalists rather 
than highly qualifi ed professional care givers or agents of social change that can 
contribute to improving the living conditions of society. The paradigm shift must 
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take place through the education system. A career path as a social worker must be 
introduced in Malaysia as a way to move society forward so that it can adapt to the 
challenges and complexities it faces. NGOs such as WAO with a strong history of 
support work to vulnerable members of society can become part of the advocacy 
to change perceptions and demand for service improvement. 

Notes
1  A report by the Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP) indicated in the Global Peace 

Index 2011 ranked Malaysia at 19 among 153 countries that succeeded in maintaining 
peace and political stability. See details at Institute for Economics and Peace (online).

2  An almoner is a chaplain or church offi cer who originally was in charge of distributing 
money to the deserving poor. The 1910–1912 Every Woman’s Encyclopedia drew 
attention to the new profession offered for women of culture and education. The almoner 
was an important fi gure both for the hospital and for the patient. The almoner profession 
played an important role of assisting social enquiry with signifi cant infl uence over how 
and where people were treated, what support they might receive after leaving hospital 
and how much they would be asked to pay for the care provision and service. In the 
1940s almoner activities were recognised as social work within the wider context of 
health and welfare programmes (Sackville 1987).

3  Concurrent List is referred to as the third list of shared autonomy between the federal list 
and state list outlined in the Ninth Schedule of the Constitution of Malaysia 1957. See 
details at Federation of Malaysia Constitution (online).

4  The total list of NGO applications from January until July 2015 was 5,989. However, the 
statistic did not provide information on the types of organisation. Thus it is diffi cult to 
see the number of NGOs that work in social work services. See details at Jabatan 
Pendaftaran Pertubuhan Malaysia (JPPM). 

5  WAO is a registered society with tax exemption status under the Registrar of Societies. 
WAO is a member of the Joint Action Group for Gender Equality and an affi liate member 
of the National Council for Women Organization and the Malaysian AIDS Council. See 
details at WAO (online).

6  Tenaganita Domestic Workers Campaign Toolkit, 2012. Tenaganita Sdn Bhd: Malaysia.
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12 A profi le of the Turkish 
social welfare system and 
social work 

Sema Buz 

A short history of social welfare in Turkey 
The social welfare system in Turkey derives from the Ottoman Empire and so 
had a different process from those of Western countries. In western societies, 
social security systems were established as a result of industrialisation in order 
to fi nd solutions to the problems of the working class such as poverty and 
overpopulation in cities. In the Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, the 
industrialisation process was relatively slow because the Ottoman economy 
was largely based on artisanship, only a few factories existed and the working 
class did not emerge, therefore no social security system developed in the 
empire. Instead what we see was the predominance of charity – which in the 
Ottoman Empire can be divided into three parts: familial aid, religious aid 
(zakat, alms, sadaqah), and various professional institutional aid (guilds, 
foundations) (Cicek 2010: 52). 

From the foundation of the Republic of Turkey until the 1960s – when the 
modern institutions of social welfare were inaugurated – the main institutions 
were Darülaceze (the poor house), Türkiye Kızılay Derneği (The Turkish Red 
Crescent Society), and Çocuk Esirgeme Kurumu (The Child Protection 
Agency). The Child Protection Agency was a social assistance institution 
founded in order to protect children who were left parentless because of the war 
in 1921 (Himaye-i Etfal Cemiyeti Association for Protection of Children; in 
1980 the name of the institution was changed to The Social Services and Child 
Protection Agency). 

The 1961 Constitution was a breakthrough and an important framework 
concerning social work, since it focused on basic rights and liberties and 
emphasised the concept of a social state and a state of law. A fi ve-year plan for 
social and economic development was scheduled and put into practice in 1963. 
Some of the major topics of the plan were: ensuring that social justice was seen 
as developing parallel to fi nancial development, and including social insurance 
activities in the redistribution and fair distribution of income. Ten developmental 
plans have been implemented since 1961, with the present one in operation 
since 2014. 
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The structure of the state and society in Turkey 
In 1923 the Ottoman Empire collapsed and the Republic of Turkey was founded. 
The process of transition from empire to nation state with its attendant 
modernisation was mostly carried out by a group of elite men under the leadership 
of Atatürk. The new state was built with a modern understanding and secularism 
was seen as a very important founding principle. In 2013 Turkey’s population 
reached 76,667,864, with 91.3 per cent of the population living in cities and the 
ratio of male to female population was 50.2 per cent to 49.8 per cent respectively 
(TUIK 2014). 

Population development in Turkey is expected to transform from a young aged 
society into an old aged society with a decrease of the population under the age of 
15 and an increase in the age groups between 15 and 64 (Bugra 2001; Koç et al. 
2010). These changes indicate that the elderly population will be an important 
target group. 

In the latest report on ‘Youth, Skills and Employment Ability’ prepared by the 
OECD (the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) Turkey 
ranks fi rst among OECD countries, with 28.7 per cent of the population aged 
between 15 and 29 years not employed and not continuing their education (OECD 
July 2015). For 2013 the unemployment rate was 9.7 per cent and the employment 
rate 45.9 per cent of which 23.6 per cent were employed in agriculture, 19.4 per cent 
in industry, 7 per cent in construction, and 50 per cent in the service sector (TUIK 
2013). The needs of those who do not work and do not have any social security are 
mainly met through family solidarity instead of formal statutory measures. According 
to Bugra (2001: 25) family solidarity stands at the heart of the traditional welfare 
regime in Turkey, lacking formal regulations and rational bureaucratic procedures.

Legal framework 
The following laws can be seen as legal foundations providing social protection 
for target groups relevant to social work professionals: 

The 1982 Constitution is the current legislation and Article 41 of the Constitution 
states the duty to protect the family, particularly women and children; Article 61 
mentions the protection of people with disabilities, older people and children who 
are in need of protection. Besides the Constitution, the Civil Law (1926) – which 
was adopted from Switzerland – is an important law in terms of social work. This 
law provides equality between men and women, secures monogamy, regulates the 
principle of equality in inheritance matters, and protects women in divorces. 

The Law to Protect Family and Prevent Violence against Women (2012) is 
aimed at the protection of women and other family members who are subjected to 
violence or who are at risk of violence. However, there are a number of aspects 
that prevent the full force of this law, e.g. reluctance of public offi cials to apply 
the measures of the law for women who are subjected to violence; patriarchal 
perspectives; men’s violations of restraining orders; ineffective punishments; 
femicides by intimate partners even when the victim is under police protection. 
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This leads to the paradoxical situation that despite the law violence against women 
cannot be prevented. 

The aim of the Juvenile Protection Law (2005) is to support the well-being of 
children who are in need of protection, and to provide rehabilitation for them through 
protective and supportive measures should they participate in crime. But the 
problems in the institutional, physical, infrastructural, fi nancial, administrative and 
labour force areas that are related to the realisation of cautionary measures and other 
actions to be taken by the courts have not yet been solved (Acar 2012: 22). 

The Law of Encouraging Social Assistance and Solidarity (1986) claims to 
provide assistance to citizens and external migrants/asylum seekers who are living 
in poverty and are in need of help and includes measures to strengthen social 
justice for a more equal distribution of income, and encourage social solidarity. 
Although the state claims to minimise its role and to include civil society 
organisations including those with a philanthropic emphasis, the state has been 
criticised concerning its involvement in the realm of social help – including the 
levels of social assistance expenditure and extensive bureaucracy (Dodurka 2014: 
4). Social workers also refer to the international conventions (1989 Convention on 
the Rights of Children etc.) and other legislations (family legislation, legislation 
for people with disabilities, etc.) depending on the fi eld of work. 

Social service delivery in Turkey 
The Ministry of Family and Social Policies is linked to the central government 
and has provincial directorates in 81 cities in Turkey. The ministry is responsible 
for various welfare services in the provinces, including support for women victims 
of violence. In addition to this, there are local administration units, namely special 
provincial administrations, municipalities and villages. The special provincial 
administrations have an especially important function in the realm of social 
assistance; they operate at the local level and have a signifi cant budget for social 
assistance; they provide social services and conduct activities in order to combat 
poverty; support social protection for people in need and reinforce social welfare 
(Cicek 2010: 52).

Social services in Turkey were provided by central administrative institutions for 
a long time. Although this situation provided many advantages in terms of central 
planning, there were also problems concerning the sensitivity of the services to local 
needs. According to a current preparation (Ministry of Family and Social Policy 
Infrastructure Project about Transfer of Service Institutions to Local Authority) 
social service provision is defi ned as a responsibility of the municipalities and the 
special provincial administrations. In addition to these state institutions, NGOs and 
private institutions are beginning to be effective in the provision of social welfare 
services. For example, women’s groups (Purple Roof) and LGBT organisations 
(Kaos GL) provide consultations and counselling to individuals, group work (such 
as with parents with LGBT children), advocacy, support groups and inputs to 
various policy-making processes, whereas other types of NGOs predominantly give 
social assistance, and have philanthrophic motives in aid disbursement.
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With the marketisation process in the fi elds of elderly care and disability, many 
profi t-oriented institutions have also started to operate, and there is an increase in 
the subcontracting of care and cleaning services in institutions (Şahín Taşğin and 
Özel 2011). But there is no joint plan or programme between central administration, 
municipality, NGOs and the private sector. Every institution pursues its centre 
and services with its facilities and calculations (TEPAV 2010). 

The number of non-governmental organisations in Turkey is rather low 
compared to the population: on average there is only one NGO for every 780 
people. In India there is one NGO for every 600 people (Mahapatra 2014); in 
Germany and France there is one NGO for about every 40 people. The geographic 
distribution of the NGOs is also important; they are concentrated in urban areas, 
mainly in the western regions of the country. There is no policy infl uencing the 
agenda of 65 per cent of the NGOs but they focus on social services and solidarity 
activities (İçduygu et al. 2011: 18). Mainly the NGOs working for children, 
women, LGBT and people with disabilities have an agenda of active involvement 
in policy-making processes. This has increased somewhat since Turkey has taken 
a prominent role in European-wide work regarding violence against women – the 
Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against 
women and domestic violence (The Istanbul Convention) was opened for signature 
in May 2011, in Istanbul, Turkey. 

Social workers are mainly employed in public institutions; the number of social 
workers working in the private sector is comparatively small. ‘Familialisation’ 
tendencies remain at the forefront of the provision of social welfare services. Care 
in the family is thus provided by unpaid carers. 

Professional social work in Turkey 
The Social Work Department was founded in 1961 – linked to the then Ministry 
of Health and Social Assistance – under the name of ‘The Academy of Social 
Services’, providing a four-year higher education course. An academic curriculum 
based on international standards was prepared by renowned social work experts. 

In 1965 the Academy was accepted as a member of the International Association 
of Schools of Social Work. In 1967 The School of Social Work and Social Services 
was founded within Hacettepe University Faculty of Administrative and Social 
Sciences, Ankara. During the 1960s and 1970s social workers’ roles varied, 
including working in village and slum development as well as in social welfare 
institutions (Uğuroğlu 2003). Following the military coup d’état of 12 September 
1980, the Academy of Social Work and the Department of Social Work of the 
University of Hacettepe were united as the Council of Higher Education (YOK) 
promulgated in 1982. In 2006 the Social Work Department joined Hacettepe 
University Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences. The Social 
Services and Child Protection Agency (SHCEK) was established in 1983. It was 
an important institution in view of being a governmental organisation employing 
the largest number of social workers providing services at community and family 
levels including through its sub-organisations for children, women, and people 
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with disabilities. Although the Social Services and Child Protection Agency was 
an important step for a centralised social service provision system, independent 
institutions in the fi elds of women and people with disabilities remained. In 2011 
the Ministry of Family and Social Policies was founded. 

Until the 2000s, the Social Work Department at Hacettepe University remained 
the only institution offering social work education. As a result of the growing 
demand for social workers the number of social work schools has been increasing. 
Currently there are 67 social work departments in Turkey but nearly 20 of them 
have not started student admission yet because of a lack of academic staff 
(Hacettepe Üniversitesi Sosyal Çalışma ve Sosyal Hizmetler Forumu). However, 
the new social work departments have partly been founded without professional 
social work knowledge and thus the quality of education and professional 
standardisation remains inadequate. This has led to a critical debate concerning 
the quality of social work education in Turkey and also concerning the lack of 
competencies of social workers graduating from these recently established 
programmes. Those who have bachelor’s degrees in social work can work in 
institutions with different target groups (children, families, poor people) without 
any further accreditation. Social workers mostly work in public institutions (after 
receiving a valid score in the KPSS exam – a national selection examination 
conducted by the government for the selection of employees in the public sector). 
In Turkey there is no exam or accreditation for professional competence or work. 

In 1965 The Union of Social Workers was founded and it was transformed into 
the Association of Social Workers in 1970. After the military coup d’état of 1980 
the association was closed, and only re-opened in 1988. In 2002, the Turkish 
Association of Social Workers (SHUD) became a member of the International 
Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and published a manual called ‘Ethical 
Codes for Social Workers’ based on international ethical standards for social work 
(NASW, IFSW), (SHUD, Sosyal Hizmet Uzmanlari Derneği 2003). Social workers 
now learn these ethical principles during their education, and any cases of ethical 
violations are discussed in the ethical commission of the Association. The total 
number of social workers in Turkey is 6,150 and members of SHUD working in 
public institutions is 2,180 (SHUD, Sosyal Hizmet Uzmanlari Derneği 2015). 

Challenges for social work: central problems 
Poverty is a very important social issue: throughout the country 9.5–12.5 per cent 
of families live below the starvation line, 29–36 per cent live below the poverty 
line. In Turkey 34 per cent of children under the age of 16 are at risk of relative 
poverty. According to The Turkish Statistical Institute more than 50 per cent of 
the single resident households who are aged 65 and over are in the lowest income 
group (TUIK 2014). 

Social expenditures in Turkey are insuffi cient (Candas et al. 2010; Bugra and 
Adar 2011; UNICEF 2012; Özbek 2002). In 2008, 11.5 per cent of GDP was 
allocated to social protection expenditure, increasing to 13 per cent in the period 
2010–2012; this remained the same for the period 2013–2015. Although this is a 
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very positive development, it is highly insuffi cient for Turkey. One of the most 
important defi ciencies of the social protection system in Turkey is the lack of a 
steady citizenship-based income support mechanism funded by the tax revenues 
(Public Expenditures Monitoring Report 2011: 3). The Turkish Government tries 
to assign its responsibilities of social policy to voluntary agencies, rather than 
regulating fi nancial policies to increase public social expenditures. Fundraising 
activities are also an important part of the current operations of the government in 
the fi eld of social policy. For example, the Rainbow Project conducted by the 
Administration of People with Disabilities and the Ministry of Education envisages 
the rehabilitation of people with disabilities and their integration into the job 
market. The fi nancial obligations of the project are planned to be covered by 
charitable contributions (Bugra and Adar 2011). 

Gender equality is a major challenge and the ‘Global Social Gender Gap 
Report’ of the World Economic Forum ranks Turkey 125th concerning gender 
equality while recent Turkish fi gures confi rm low employment rates (below 30 
per cent), and high illiteracy rates among women (fi ve times more among women 
than men) (TUIK 2014). 

Gender-based violence is also a very important issue. According to recent 
research, 36 per cent of married women are subjected to violence from their 
husbands; 10 per cent of women are subjected to physical violence during pregnancy; 
38 per cent of women are subjected to physical and/or sexual violence; 12 per cent 
of married women are subjected to sexual violence. Only 11 per cent of women 
apply for institutional help (Domestic Violence Against Women in Turkey 2014: 9). 

Another emerging issue is the current problem of Syrian refugees and asylum-
seekers: there are approximately 2 million Syrian refugees in Turkey, 
accommodated in camps and distributed around cities, yet they predominantly do 
not have access to social welfare services. There are numerous claims that women 
and girls who cannot meet basic needs and live under the poverty line are forced 
into prostitution, subjected to sexual harassment or child marriages in return for 
money and unoffi cial marriages as a second or third wife (Mazlumder 2014: 26ff). 

Conclusion – outcomes for social work 
Whilst Turkey has maintained its traditional and conservative welfare regime, 
many changes have been implemented in view of the EU accession process and in 
view of the articulation of neoliberal policies giving rise to changes in legislation, 
the social security system and delivery of social services. By force of neoliberal 
policies, the proportion of disadvantaged and marginalised communities in Turkey 
has increased (Buz et al. 2012; Gürses 2009: 210) and as such, new social work 
policy needs to emphasise social justice and provide for more social workers. In 
these circumstances, the responsibility of social work to promote social justice has 
gained increasing importance (Buz et al. 2012). 

Turkey’s transition to philanthropic policies in the social realm, the acceptance 
of social assistance and services as important tools to maintain political power, and 
important fund transfers in the fi eld of social assistance are negative developments 
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with regard to social work. Mainstream social policies in Turkey as well as social 
welfare services are predominantly reduced to social assistance with limited or 
small-scale professional expertise. This devalues the profession and reduces social 
work to a ‘technical’ dimension. 
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Part III

Case Studies
Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang

Introduction
Case studies are seen as an excellent way to provide insight into theoretical concepts 
and their practical implementation with a very specifi c focus on individual examples 
to illustrate a wider context. Therefore, Part III of this book presents case studies 
from all the countries introduced in Part II. The case studies aim to address current 
transnational issues in their respective national contexts and ways of dealing with 
problems and challenges through social work interventions. 

In general, social work has three fi elds of action: 

• First, social workers work with individuals and groups (families, communities 
etc.) and do ‘case work’;

• Second, social workers are concerned with social improvements and the 
overall well-being of their clientele, especially concerning the most vulnerable 
groups in societies;

• Third, social workers are encouraged to contribute with professional expertise 
to the development of (national and global) policies to improve the quality of 
life in society and campaign for social justice and equality.

Transnational social work shares these three fi elds of action but points to a lack of 
recognition concerning special demands resulting from international political and 
social developments such as migration, fl ight of refugees, violent confl icts and 
global hierarchies. 

The cases in this section shed light on transnational perspectives of social work 
along at least one of the two related lines: 

1 Individual approach: The case studies present specifi c life situations of people 
and illuminate the transnational perspective.

2 Global social justice approach: The case studies start from global demands for 
social justice and enlighten the effects of global developments on the local level.

In order to enlarge the transnational perspective even further, each case is followed 
by two comments from authors of other countries portrayed in this book. The aim 



of this approach is to consider a case from different national perspectives and 
highlight similarities or differences as well as potentials or restrictions in social 
work practice. Each case study and the corresponding comments should be read 
and understood as interconnected entities with the aim to facilitate mutual 
understanding and transnational thinking. It is not deliberately intended to 
compare or even criticise countries or ways of dealing with similar issues by way 
of comment – quite the contrary, the case study and comment approach aims to 
facilitate the transfer of knowledge of social work practices from one context to 
another and enhance professional interest and comprehension. 

The case studies cover eight subjects for transnational social work: 

1 Educational inequalities of migrant children (China)
2 Refugees and asylum seekers (France)
3 Drug abuse (Germany)
4 Rights of migrant children (Great Britain)
5 Gender inequalities and violence against women (India)
6 Aging in war zones (Israel)
7 Poverty and exploitation of migrant workers (Malaysia)
8 Returnees (Turkey).

The eight case studies address three challenges for transnational social work: 

• Access to social rights
• Relationship between international rights and citizenship rights
• Belonging and hybrid identities.

Access to social rights
One major challenge for social work is related to industrialisation and world trade 
as well as their effects, such as exploitation of workers. The case study from China 
addresses the educational inequality for children of rural workers in the rural–
urban migration process: due to increasing industrialisation and economic booms, 
farmers move to urban areas to meet the demand for (uneducated) workers, 
seeking at the same time better income and living conditions. Despite the important 
contribution of rural migrant workers to (urban) economic development, their 
rights to social welfare are largely restricted. These constraints can be seen in the 
outright denial of citizenship rights, e.g. education for children and health care for 
people who cannot register as urban dwellers. The case study reveals the challenges 
and the restrictions for social workers advocating for these people and attempting 
to develop strategies to reduce inequalities, especially for children. 

The case study from Great Britain also focuses on children’s rights but takes up 
this issue in the context of a refugee family. Different cultural norms infl uence 
attitudes concerning the concept of childhood and the importance of the family. 
The case study illustrates the diffi cult dynamics resulting from cultural differences 
between the family and the social worker. Moreover, this case deals with the 



complex situation of physical and psychological demands caused by fl eeing from 
the Republic of Congo, distrust of the client towards state institutions and 
misunderstandings caused by different cultural norms and demands. The juggling 
of these demands by each family member and by the social workers is only one of 
the interesting aspects of this case. 

The case from France also takes up the issue of refugees, highlighting the 
complex process of seeking asylum and the challenges for social work practice in 
this context: the case shows the correlation of global issues played out on the local 
level in connection to a supra-national legal framework. Social work is faced with 
the dual mandate of caring for people in need and at the same time being the 
gatekeeper for legal obligations formulated on European and national levels. As 
in the British case study, (inter)cultural competences are shown as major 
requirements for social workers. 

The case study from Malaysia addresses aspects already perceptible in the case 
studies from France and China: the case deals with the question of exploitation 
linked to the absence of citizen’s rights. Based on the example of domestic 
workers from Indonesia, the case study looks into the denial of international 
labour rights by the dominant host country. Fixed working hours as well as 
demands to rest and recover – as laid down by national law – do not apply to 
non-citizens. Moreover, the exploitation of (female) workers – who constitute the 
majority of domestic workers in Malaysia – is strongly affected by violence 
against women. The case shows that professional social work nearly does not 
exist for non-citizens, who fi ght for better living and working conditions only with 
the help of legal advocacy organisations and critical media.

The case study from India also takes up the issue of violence against women 
and the infl uence of the media. The case focuses on a gang rape that attracted 
global media attention. The case study links transnational women’s movements 
and advocacy networks and connects the international level to the local 
proceedings. It points to the dynamics infl uencing the demands for justice and 
revenge and raises questions concerning the ongoing violence against women 
occurring every day. This case shows that social work cannot restrict itself to case 
work with clients, but also has a political responsibility to promote social and 
political change and development concerning the liberation of people (IFSW 
2014) and the abolition of gender inequalities on local, national and global levels. 

The case study from Germany addresses the global issue of drug addiction and 
shows strikingly that the possibilities of social work interventions are highly 
dependent on national concepts, laws and politics. This case study indicates that 
working against isolation and social stigmatisation are major professional objectives 
and social work in Germany aims to enable drug users to be part of society. Basic 
rights like access to housing and employment are signifi cant objectives but so also 
is lobbying on a community level for public health. Considering the issue of drug 
abuse as a global phenomenon on the one hand, it is the (national) legal framework 
that enables or disables social (case) work to a large extent. 

The political confl ict between Israel and Palestine is the starting point and 
frame for the case study from Israel. In view of the long-term nature of the violent 



confl ict which affects people in this area, the case study focuses on a common 
issue of social work: aging populations. The case study shows that the experience 
of dealing with situations like missile attacks differs from one person to another, 
even among a rather homogeneous age group. The study points to problems like 
isolation and trauma and emphasises the impact on elderly people but also the 
potential of social support. 

Relationship of international rights and citizenship rights
Beside the common issues and local strategies the case studies can be read along 
the line of the challenging relationship of human rights as a global ethical 
framework applying to everyone regardless of differences such as gender, 
ethnicity or nationality, and the protective yet exclusive notion of citizenship 
rights (linked to national territories). 

The underlying theme of the case studies of China, France and Great Britain is 
freedom of movement clashing with the provision of social rights such as 
education, housing and health care reserved only for certain (obviously more 
privileged) groups – citizens, or in the case of much of China, urban citizens. 

Similarly, this can be seen in the case of Malaysia, where the ‘ILO Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work’ (ILO 1998) does not impact on 
the everyday experience of domestic workers who are usually unaware of 
protections provided by law. 

The origin and effects of structural inequalities, like gender inequality, are 
highly debated at international levels. The Convention and the Beijing Platform 
for Action (UN Women) formulated in 2000 are examples of international 
agreements informed by local developments and struggles. At best, activities 
resulting from these conventions should spread their infl uence on national and 
local levels and hold political institutions accountable. The case study from India 
shows this process by focusing on issues of violence against women confl icting 
with the demand for bodily integrity. In the framework of political activism it is 
shown by the case study that the women’s movement in India fi nds itself in the 
position of fi ghting against gender inequality and violence but also has to stand up 
against claims for a death penalty. 

Social work as a profession needs to juggle with the often confl ictual relation 
between rights formulated on different levels which are to be acted out in order to 
realise the objective of social justice in a local context. 

Belonging and hybrid identities
Taking into account that transnational social work is concerned with issues of social 
justice and human rights across national borders, we need to consider that the issue 
of the individual belonging to a community or a nation state or a culture is something 
that cannot be left aside. (Subjective) belonging (Bhambra 2015) refers to the fact 
that our categorical objective memberships (e.g. nationality, gender, professional 
group) are only some of many dimensions that constitute identity. Relating to the 



question of identity formation, what signifi cance does membership to communities 
and/or nation states have for us? What are our subjective feelings of belonging and 
how does that interact with the local surroundings? 

The case study from Turkey provides evidence that migration can have a wide 
range of consequences, especially on questions of categorical boundaries and 
feelings of belonging. These consequences not only concern the individual 
(migrant), but also the communities – this is not only about the ‘new’ community 
migrants move into, but also the community the migrants have left. On the one 
hand, migrants change and challenge national culture by adding new cultural 
features such as food, music and language. On the other hand, migrants are 
infl uenced by the new context they are living in. This infl uence reaches into 
identity formation, inter-generational confl icts, feelings of belonging and 
sometimes being an outsider at the same time, especially if coming back to the 
country of origin after a long period in a foreign country (returnees). 

This question of acculturation processes and their effects on identity and identity 
strategies also emerges from the Israeli case study. By contrasting rural and urban 
communities and the conditions of belonging, it can be seen that freedom of 
decision making, e.g. in moving to a certain place, is an important objective. 

It can be seen in most of the case studies presented in this section, that the issue 
of acculturation and identity continuity/change is of crucial importance to the 
well-being of people – and even more so, when people live transnational lives. 
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13 Educational inequality of 
migrant children and school 
social work interventions 

Diqing Jiang, Shanmin Peng and Yafang Wang 

Migration and educational inequality of migrant children in China 
Globalisation, the rise of the market economy and urbanisation have caused 
continuous intra-country migration in China, which is different from the 
transnational migration in most Western countries. Whilst intra-country migration 
does not cross national borders, it does cross what we call the ‘rural–urban 
boundary’, which to a great extent represents a dual structure or social divide in 
China. Through this example, rural–urban migration in China could broaden our 
transnational perspectives by redefi ning ‘borders’: not only national borders but 
more essentially structural borders or boundaries.

Since the Chinese government adopted an open-door policy in 1978, the last 
three decades have witnessed fantastic economic growth. As the world factory in 
the global capitalist system, China’s east coast areas drew huge amounts of cheap 
labour, giving rise to an unprecedented movement of rural-to-urban internal 
migration. According to the National Bureau of Statistics (National Bureau of 
Statistics of China 2009), the number of migrant workers rocketed to 242 million 
(Chan 2009). It is estimated that over 13 million of the children who accompany 
their migrant parents are eligible for compulsory education (Ministry of Education 
of the People’s Republic of China 2014). 

Such huge numbers of migrant children have posed a serious challenge to 
China’s public education system. Although the Compulsory Education Law 
claims that all children between six and fi fteen years of age are entitled to nine 
years of compulsory education, most migrant children have been deprived of 
rights to study in urban public schools due to China’s Household Registration 
System (Hukou). The Hukou system was established in 1955 with the purpose of 
strictly controlling social mobility (Han 2004). This system still divides Chinese 
people into two classes – urban residents versus peasants. Local governments 
have obligations to offer social welfare for residents whose Hukou status is 
registered in their jurisdiction (Solinger 1999). 

During the 1980s, market-oriented reforms undermined the Hukou system. In 
order to exploit cheap labour for the global market, peasants were allowed to work 
in cities. The majority of migrant workers are concentrated in labour-intensive, 
low-skill and low-pay occupations, contributing upwards of 16 per cent of China’s 
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GDP growth (Hamey 2008). In spite of this contribution, they are still denied 
urban Hukou status and related social benefi ts (Wang et al. 2013). 

To make things worse, institutional exclusion has extended to their children. 
From the beginning of the migration movement, urban public schools generally 
refused to admit migrant children on the grounds that, according to the Hukou 
system, the migrants’ hometown would be in charge of their compulsory education. 
As a result, migrants who wanted their children to receive education in urban 
public schools had to pay a great deal of ‘school support fees’ for admission. The 
fees charged by public schools varied from several hundred to thousands of RMB 
for each student, unaffordable for the majority of migrant families (Duan and 
Liang 2005). Therefore, most migrant children had and still have to enter 
sub-standard ‘private migrant schools’ which are notorious for unqualifi ed 
teachers, out-of-date curricula, and shortage of teaching equipment. 

Educational policies concerning migrant children and the 
reproduction of inequality 
In January 1995, journalist Jianping Li published a report on the education of 
migrant children. The description of the dire study environment shocked the 
public and triggered a heated debate. Faced with public pressure, the Chinese 
government took measures to improve the education of migrant children. In 1996, 
China’s National Committee of Education, the predecessor of the Ministry of 
Education, issued Interim Measures of School Education for School-age Children 
among the Rural Migrant Population. These permitted migrant children to apply 
to urban schools based on their parents’ temporary residency certifi cate instead of 
the household registration status (Chen and Feng 2013). In 1998, the committee 
announced the Interim Measures of School Education for Temporary Migrant 
Children, which ruled that public primary and secondary schools of host cities 
should offer the majority of migrant children temporary study, implying the 
transfer of obligation for the education of migrant children from sending areas to 
receiving areas. In 2001, the State Council articulated two principles for migrant 
children’s education in The Decision of Reform and Development of Elementary 
Education: fi rst, the government of host cities has the duty to provide migrant 
children with compulsory education; second, the public school system of host 
cities should enrol all migrant children. These two principles remain valid. 

The policies yielded fruit: by 2014, around 80 per cent of migrant children 
entered urban schools to study with local urban children under the same blue sky 
(OECD 2015: 58). In spite of this accomplishment educational inequality is far 
from disappearing; the Chinese government still denies migrant children urban 
status and also denies them access to secondary education in urban public schools. 
Migrant children still have to return to high schools in their home regions if they 
want to take part in the national college entrance examinations, which are far more 
competitive and much harder than those in cities (Wang 2011).1 

In addition to institutional exclusion, social discrimination has profoundly 
affected migrant children’s development. Living in cities year after year, most of the 
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migrant children have become accustomed to an urban lifestyle and identify 
themselves with urban children, even though they have no urban Hukou status. 
However, in public schools, they still experience discrimination. Their urban 
classmates often look down upon them as rural kids of inferior status, seldom talking 
or playing with them (Wang 2008). Gradually, most migrant children lose the 
interest and aspiration to enter higher-level schools, which are crucial to social 
mobility. Studies have shown that the self-esteem of migrant children is much lower 
than that of urban children (Zhuang 2011) and their academic performance is below 
the average level (Zhou and Wu 2008). It has been found that a high percentage of 
migrant children suffer from serious emotional and behavioural disorders (Xiao and 
Feng 2008). In some schools, migrant children even form a distinctive group and 
develop a sub-culture similar to what Willis (1981) described in Learning to Labor 
(Xiong 2010). As a result, when graduating from middle school, many migrant 
children are generally unable to escape their parents’ fate. 

In sum, despite the gradually improving educational conditions for migrant 
children, these efforts have not been enough to eradicate all educational inequalities 
affecting migrant children. In connection with the Hukou system, they even play 
a role in reproducing such inequalities. 

School social work interventions for migrant children 
Confronted with various emotional and behavioural problems among migrant 
children as well as their learning diffi culties, the Chinese government has required 
school teachers to render more assistance; school teachers are asked to make 
home visits and support migrant children and their families. However, it is diffi cult 
for teachers to meet such requirements since they are already burdened, by 
exam-oriented teaching, for example. 

Recently, many urban public schools and migrant schools have introduced school 
social workers (SSWs) to support migrant children. Compared with teachers, SSWs 
have a broader mission to promote social justice and educational equality rather than 
narrowly focus on academic performance. Moreover, the SSWs are equipped with a 
unique professional ecological perspective, which takes each child as an inseparable 
part of various social systems including families, schools and communities. This 
perspective enables SSWs to broaden their conceptualisation of students’ problems 
and deliver services at various levels. At the micro level, SSWs make interventions to 
mitigate children’s behavioural problems and enhance parenting skills. At the middle 
level, SSWs improve the school environment and utilise community resources. At the 
macro level, SSWs advocate new policies on behalf of child welfare (Dupper 2003). 

The following section describes the case of Lequn in Shanghai to illustrate SSWs’ 
achievements and challenges in promoting educational equality for migrant children. 

The Lequn Project 

By 2010, migrant children accounted for one-third of all school-age children in 
Shanghai (Lan 2014). Since 1990, Shanghai has been one of the few cities that 
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have opened public schools to migrant children. The city has even extended the 
scheme from compulsory education to vocational education. A range of learning 
options are provided for migrant children, for example nursing, computer science, 
engineering, and cooking skills, so that they can have a chance to obtain a stable 
job with an adequate salary (Chen 2009). However, the Shanghai government 
found that some serious problems still prevail among migrant children, including 
poor academic performance, high drop-out rates, behavioural and mental disorders 
(Li et al. 2010). 

In order to cope with these problems, the offi cials from the Education 
Department at Pudong District in Shanghai introduced SSWs to schools in 2002. 
They designed a ‘one school, one social worker’ programme and invited Lequn 
Social Work Service Organization to deliver social work services to six schools. 

With a fund of half a million renminbi (RMB)2 from the government, Lequn ran 
a one-year campaign titled ‘Simple School Project’. Each school was assigned a 
social worker. At fi rst, Lequn’s social workers employed the House–Tree–Person 
Psychological Test3 and Achenbach Children Behaviour Checklist4 to evaluate 
migrant children’s mental health. They observed children’s behaviours and 
emotional responses in classrooms, playgrounds and dining rooms. The problems 
they recorded included withdrawal from groups, diffi culty in sleeping or eating, 
anger, aggression, defi ance etc. Then they identifi ed ten students with signifi cant 
behavioural problems at each school. With an ecological perspective, Lequn 
workers made home visits, interviewed parents, mapped out a genogram, 
culturagram5 and social history, and analysed social factors of misbehaviour. 
They found that migrant children were exposed signifi cantly to more risks than 
urban students: many migrant children grew up in single-parent families; parents 
took two or three jobs at the same time with little time to care for their children; 
often, physical abuse was used to punish children. In addition, poor housing 
conditions impaired their health. Altogether, the socialisation of migrant children 
encountered numerous barriers, including discrimination by urban classmates, 
lack of pocket money to participate in school events, poor health. Thus, migrant 
students often show low self-esteem and inadequate communication skills. Given 
those problems, Lequn workers collaborated with teachers to design various 
intervention plans. Their projects were based on the Interpersonal Cognitive 
Problem Solving (ICPS) programme model aimed at teaching migrant children 
communication and decision-making skills (Greenberg et al. 2000). They adopted 
the following intervention methods to modify behaviours and enhance social 
competencies of the migrant children. 

The Simple School Project achieved remarkable effects. Many children 
improved their behaviours and study results. With extended funds, in 2006, 
Lequn launched the ‘Sunny Childhood Project’, which provided a broad range of 
services like family therapy, counselling classes for teachers, and chances for 
community participation. 

Since 2008, the Shanghai government has allowed migrant children to attend 
public vocational schools. Lequn set up career orientation for students at middle 
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Table 13.1  Intervention methods for behavioural modifi cation and social competence 

enhancement of migrant children

Methods Grade Time Outcome

Counselling Elementary and 
middle school

once a week reduce stress, anxiety, increase 
social skills

Token reward1 Elementary and 
middle school

eight classes 
per week

reduce disruptive behaviour

Chinese chess Elementary school two hours 
per week

enhance attention and prudence

Puppet Elementary school two hours 
per week

improve social skills

Finger Painting Middle school two hours 
per week

less aggressive, quieter and 
more creative

1  Token reward was used to reduce the frequency of disruptive behaviours like screaming and 
whistling in class. Lequn workers set agreements with children: if the disruptive behaviours 
decreased, the children would get rewards like cakes and pencils.

schools. Migrant students visited automobile factories, top restaurants in 
skyscrapers and famous accounting fi rms in Shanghai. The clean and comfortable 
working environment, modern facilities and high salaries inspired them to 
pursue new dreams. Most of them began to study much harder in order to enter 
vocational schools.

‘I am Shanghainese’ was a programme to enhance social integration. Lequn 
organised a group of elderly Shanghainese as volunteers to teach migrant children 
the Shanghai dialect and history at community centres as an extracurricular 
activity. At the end of the programme, Lequn arranged a one-day tour of landmark 
buildings or museums in the city. 

The dilemmas faced by Lequn social workers 

When they started, Lequn social workers shared the same mission, perspective, 
and methods as their counterparts in the Western world. However, as they struggle 
to adapt to local situations, their practices differ in the following aspects: 

Mission: although the original goal of Lequn’s projects was to mobilise the 
resources of local education agencies and communities to meet the needs of 
students and families, in practice their social workers designed and implemented 
projects with the priority of reducing or preventing behavioural problems instead 
of improving school and living circumstances, and advancing political advocacy 
for equal rights of migrant children. 

Power: in spite of the broad range of services they provide, the Chinese SSWs 
are regarded as assistants and subordinate to teachers. It is the same with Lequn 
social workers – they are seldom invited to participate in the policy-making 
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process of school or community affairs, and intervention plans cannot be 
implemented without teachers’ permission.

Conclusion and discussion from a transnational perspective
In comparison to migration stories in many developed countries, the migration 
inside China and the educational inequality of migrant children are more 
characteristic of structural inequalities than cultural differences; with the 
development of China’s market economy, Chinese migrant children have been 
experiencing institutional exclusion, (global) economic exploitation and social 
discrimination. Due to the still prevalent Hukou system as a fundamental structural 
divide, migrant children have been confronted with educational inequalities in 
various forms and face the high risk of becoming a new underclass.

In the last decade, Lequn and some other Chinese non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) have conducted school social work services in numerous 
schools and produced many respectable outcomes. However, the situation is far 
from favourable for the development of a school social work aiming to promote 
educational equality for migrant children. In general, social work in China still 
lacks legitimate status and public recognition. School social work in particular 
can only be subordinate to the powerful conventional school system which is 
heavily exam-oriented.

What is even more challenging is that social workers in China have rather 
limited space to critically activate institutional change and policy reform. As a 
result, despite the crucial help from Chinese SSWs, migrant children still suffer 
from signifi cant educational inequalities created by various institutional barriers, 
especially the stratifi ed Hukou system. Only with and through enabling justice-
oriented critical social policies (Otto and Ziegler 2014) can social workers fi ght 
effectively against the educational inequality and social exclusion for migrant 
children. Justice-orientation accurately represents one crucial perspective for 
transnational social work.

Notes
1  In China, a college sets a fi xed admission quota for each province, often with a higher 

number of students coming from its home province. Because most good colleges are 
located in east coast cities, those urban children fi nd it much easier to enter college. For 
example, compared to Shanghai, Henan province has fewer colleges per capita, therefore 
an applicant in Henan needs a much higher score than his/her Shanghai counterpart to 
get into the same college.

2  Half a million RMB is around 83,333 USD.
3  The House–Tree–Person drawing is a test invented by Robert C. Burn to evaluate 

personality in children. It asks each child to draw a house, a tree, and a person in motion, 
with a different sheet of paper for each.

4  Achenbach Child Behaviour Checklist refers to a standardised measure in child 
psychology for evaluating maladaptive behavioural and emotional problems.

5  A culturagram is a tool social workers widely use to make a family assessment that 
provides a graphical representation of various aspects of an individual and family’s culture.
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14 Migrant children and social 
work interventions in India
Comment on the Chinese case 
study from an Indian perspective

Shewli Kumar

Globalisation in Asia has impacted on existing lifestyles and development processes 
in multiple ways: Asian economies have traditionally been agricultural, with 
almost 60–70 per cent of the population living in rural areas (FAO 2014: VI). In 
India, existing marginalised groups like the scheduled tribes, scheduled castes, 
girls, disabled and ethnic minorities are bearing the brunt of the state’s inability to 
ensure rights and undertake affi rmative action. International pressure for further 
opening of the economy to trade, the destruction of many traditional livelihoods, 
specifi cally agriculture and artisanal trades, and the inability of the local markets to 
compete with international imports have all combined to destroy sustainable life 
and livelihoods. This has contributed to near-continuous migration of families 
belonging to these social categories. Migration in India has been a regular 
phenomenon, especially from rural to rural based on seasonal cycles; in 1961 there 
were about 144 million migrants by place of birth, however by 2001, it was 307 
million (GOI 2001). The distribution of migrants by migration streams is generally 
associated with the degree of economic and social development of sending and 
destination areas. Population pressure on land, increased opportunities for work, 
education and marriage, in the case of females, contribute to rural and urban 
migration. However, the number of migrants taking the rural to rural path is 
estimated at 53.3 million (GOI 2001). This migration is high because of the 
requirement for particular kinds of skills and a systemic kinship pattern of migration 
based on the particular cropping pattern (Nandy 2012; Choudhury 2014).1 

While in China the Hukou system excludes children from rural areas from 
education in urban areas, in India there are two kinds of education systems, one of 
which is provided universally by the government and the second which is funded by 
private entities (though the land and some infrastructure is provided to such schools 
by the government at subsidised rates) and which caters to elite and upper-class 
children. With increasing migration from rural to urban areas, the children of 
migrant parents are uprooted from their socio-cultural contexts and capital and are 
forced to adapt to new and alien environments, thus facing a peculiarly diffi cult kind 
of vulnerability – left unprotected and bereft of education, health and other such 
facilities. Migrant children do not have the required documentation (like birth 
certifi cates, certifi cate of completion of a particular class etc.) that ensures admission 
to services in the destination areas. Besides, the landowners who employ the parents 
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do not encourage them to send their children to school since they are a ready source 
of cheap labour. The informal relations and lack of appropriate legislation, which 
would ensure social security, health and education benefi ts for the parents, serve to 
create an exploitative web around the children (Smita 2008; Nandy 2012; Kendre 
2011). When they move to different places their social networks (grandparents, 
neighbours and relatives) and communal life are disturbed. The breaking of these 
networks makes children particularly vulnerable – with both parents employed in 
hard agricultural labour the children are often left to fend for themselves. Many of 
them are also employed (Nandy 2012; Ghosh 2014) to work in the fi elds at low rates 
providing additional family income. The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) 
Act 1986 prohibits children below the age of 14 years from such work, however the 
informal nature of the work as well as lack of implementation mechanisms means 
children remain vulnerable to these forms of exploitation. 

Several studies (Nandy 2012; Ghosh 2014; Smita 2008) have revealed how 
children work in extremely exploitative conditions, with little or no remuneration. 
The migration patterns are particularly linked to changes in agricultural practices 
from food crops to cash crops, including cotton and sugarcane, both of which 
require intensive labour for cutting and selling. Migration for agriculture takes 
place several times in a year, because sowing, harvesting, transplantation etc. are 
all seasonal and all require labour. Similarly, there is frequent migration for 
industrial and agro-industrial work such as salt-making, brick-making, stone-
quarrying, fi shing etc. The common thread that research (Ghosh 2014; Smita 2008) 
shows is that the families largely belong to marginalised groups like the scheduled 
castes and scheduled tribes, who have either been deprived of their small bits of 
land in villages or displaced from forests where they traditionally live. 

Educational policies and programmes in India
While in China the focus has been to ensure that migrant children are able to 
access education in urban areas, including through compulsory education 
programmes, in India due to strong campaigns on the right to education, the 86th 
amendment of the Indian constitution was evoked, whereby the right to education 
(RTE) became a fundamental right. This means that children from any social, 
cultural and economic background have the right to enrol in a neighbourhood 
school. Together with the RTE, the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) was launched 
in 2001. The major goal of the SSA is to ensure that every child is in school and 
studying well. The emphasis is also on community ownership and involvement of 
parents in monitoring and managing schools. 

However, the SSA (Bhatty 2014; Malik 2015) does not spell out the ways in 
which it will deal with the specifi c situation of migrant children and ensure their 
continuation in schools including in destination areas during migration. The 
circular migration of their families due to the push and pull factors of work and 
lack of appropriate documentation for children, alongside discriminatory 
attitudes of teachers and school authorities, all deter migrant children from 
continuing their education.
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Interventions by social workers: innovations and models
Unlike China there has been no legal provisioning of social workers within the 
formal school system in India and hence addressing issues of discrimination, 
providing outreach and counselling to left-out children is not possible in

Table 14.1 Social work interventions by NGOs

Migrant 
children: 
issues

Specifi c 
problems 

Interventions by social 
work NGOs

Outcomes

Dropping 
out of 
Education

Denial of 
education in 
sending and 
destination 
areas

Potential and 
existing child 
labour

SAVE, MAEGA Trust and 
Janaarth – Bridge schools to 
enable children to re-enter 
education in sending areas, 
residential schools and 
institutional settings in case 
of frequent migration

Health services and 
vocational training

Better educational 
outcomes

Safety and 
reintegration into the 
school system

Better health outcomes

Prevention of child 
labour

Child Labour Traffi cked by 
known adults 
who are 
contractors for 
the employers 

Long working 
hours, ill 
health from 
hazardous 
conditions, 
inadequate 
and unpaid 
wages

Addiction to 
alcohol and 
other 
substances 

SAVE, MAEGA Trust and 
Janarth – Children rescued, 
health and other facilities, 
shelter, advocacy 

Multi-stakeholder 
networking and 
rehabilitation

Mobilisation of parents into 
unions for wages and 
services for children

Mobilisation of children 
into child unions

Advocacy with corporate 
stakeholders for promotion 
of child labour-free labels 
as part of fair trade 
practices 

Better informed 
children and parents

Reintegration in 
regular schools 

Empowerment of 
parents 

Convergence with 
state programmes to 
ensure better 
livelihoods and 
incomes of the families

Sexual 
exploitation

Impact on 
girls 
specifi cally, 
health, trauma, 
and traffi cking

Visthar – Rescue and 
rehabilitation, 
anti-oppressive counselling, 
holistic residential, facilities

Overcoming trauma 
and supporting 
recovery 

Good educational and 
vocational skills

Move towards 
independent living
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government schools. Working with migrant children is among the most challenging 
and diffi cult arenas for social workers. The social work responses for migrant 
children have been largely voiced through NGOs like SAVE (Tamil Nadu), 
MAEGA Trust (Tamil Nadu), Janaarth (Maharashtra) and Visthar (Karnataka). 
Most of their efforts are located within the local contexts, and patterns of 
intervention are based on the state of the migrant children and the kind of 
agricultural and other work practices of the specifi c region. Table 14.1 captures 
the range of interventions.

Conclusion and implications for transnational social work practice
Since migration can be both forced and involuntary, the core issues of safe 
migration, social protection of children and development opportunities for their 
families are major challenges that need to be addressed. Social workers can work 
in the sending areas ensuring appropriate rural livelihoods and programmatic 
interventions to strengthen incomes for families of such migrant children. This 
would stem the fl ow of migration and ensure children go to schools on a regular 
basis. Further, if migrant families in the destination areas are provided with 
adequate basic services, social protection benefi ts and wages, social workers can 
engage with the families to send their children to school. Anti-discrimination and 
anti-oppressive approaches by social workers to ensure mainstreaming of migrant 
children in regular schools and advocacy for inclusion of social workers in school 
systems needs to be made mandatory in India as in parts of China.

Note
1  Nandy and Choudhury discuss the example of the State of Maharashtra where sugarcane 

is a fl ourishing cash crop with good returns and yet for cutting the cane intensive manual 
labour is utilised. Due to this demand for labour, the families in Central Maharashtra 
who belong to poor and backward communities are given loans as advance payment for 
cane cutting. A local villager known to them hires them on behalf of a sugarcane factory 
owner in the destination rural area, and gives the wages as a loan. When it is harvest time 
they migrate to Western Maharashtra (the sugarcane belt) along with children in the age 
group of 6–14 years.
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15 The response to educational 
inequality between cities and 
the countryside and school 
social services
Migration from the countryside to 
cities and its impacts upon the 
education system
Comment on the Chinese case 
study from a Turkish perspective

Uğur Tekin

The case study about the educational inequalities of rural migrant children in 
China raises a global problem, which has also brought challenges for the 
educational system in Turkey during the last decades, and continues to do so. 
Starting in 1950 as a result of industrialisation and the changes in economic policy 
pursued by Turkish governments, movement from the countryside to cities has 
continued increasingly up until now. In 1950, thirty-fi ve per cent of the population 
lived in cities, whereas this fi gure has now reached 80 per cent (TUIK 2015). The 
decade between 1980 and 1990 was the period when this change was most rapidly 
witnessed as the time when the Turkish economy integrated within the global 
economy. In 1983, the population was also disrupted in urban and rural areas with 
megacities emerging in important economic centres due to rapid migration. 
Today, 16 million people live in the largest city, Istanbul – immigrants, illegally 
or semi-legally, built houses close to industrial plants on the city peripheries 
(TUIK 2015). These houses turned into residential areas lacking infrastructure. A 
majority of such areas, called ‘gecekondu’,1 were later legalised. Today a 
considerable portion of Istanbul’s population live in areas formed in this way 
(Tekeli 2009: 129).

This movement of intra-national migration brought about inequalities in 
children’s education both in cities and rural areas, adding new problems to the 
already existing problems in the Turkish education system. Since 2012, compulsory 
education has been implemented in three stages, each lasting for four years. That 
means that there are 12 years in total of compulsory education. During the fi rst two 
four-year stages, which are defi ned as elementary education, the fi rst period covers 
the ages from fi ve to nine years, while the second period covers education in middle 
schools (nine to thirteen years). Education in the third four-year period, which is 
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named secondary education, could be in the form of formal education or 
administered by non-formal and distance education institutions. 

Severe problems exist with regard to schooling rates in elementary education; 
about 5 per cent of the elementary school-age population cannot make use of 
their right to education. Likewise, 20 per cent of the secondary school-age 
population do not or cannot continue with secondary education. Some of the 
children enrolled in primary schools quit school before the end of the eight-year 
period. According to the data of the Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK 2015), 
of the over 64 million Turkish citizens over the age of six years, nearly fi ve 
million are illiterate. This fi gure corresponds to 7.68 per cent of those who have 
reached the age of literacy. The share of women in this illiterate population is 
79.98 per cent (TUIK 2015). 

In addition to the existing problems, rapid urbanisation has been creating new 
problems in immigrant-sending areas as well as in the gecekondu of immigrant-
receiving big cities. Education is one of the key institutions building social and 
cultural capital and therefore a major precondition for opportunities to advance in 
life. Therefore, the different challenges for education in urban and rural areas will 
be highlighted below. 

Problems in the education system in the countryside brought about 
by migration
In immigrant-sending areas, the migration from rural to urban areas causes the 
shutdown of schools and problems in transportation for pupils due to lower 
population density. Because of limited opportunities, teachers do not usually 
prefer to work in immigrant-sending areas. As a result, schools in such areas 
lack a suffi cient number of qualifi ed teachers as well as having high turnover 
rates. Social and cultural capital is harder to build when parents and members 
of the family are illiterate or not well educated. In such areas where the main 
source of economic income is agriculture, the number of children per family 
is above Turkey’s average (TUIK 2015). Children of land-owning families 
often work in farms and therefore fail to attend school regularly. Landless 
families have to work as seasonal workers and therefore travel with their 
children even during the education term. The government has introduced new 
measures in immigrant-sending areas, two of which are explained below 
(Doğan 2011: 223f). 

Regional primary boarding schools

Regional primary boarding schools have been in use since 1962 to ensure access 
to elementary education services for the primary school-age population in rural 
areas lacking schools. All expenses of pupils enrolled in these schools are fi nanced 
by the government. The number of these schools increased in the 1990s and they 
have been considerably effective in ensuring schooling in immigrant-sending 
regions (MEB 2003: 17). 
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Mobile elementary education

Mobile elementary education was fi rst introduced tentatively in fi ve schools in 
1989–1990 to primary school-age children living in dispersed settlements with small 
populations. Pupils are taught in multi-grade classes in order to have access to equal 
education opportunities. Having proven successful, the programme was quickly 
expanded, and by 2013–2014 more than 825,000 pupils from nearly 24,000 primary 
schools were signed in to more than 10,000 central boarding schools (MEB 2015). 

Education problems in city peripheries of the immigrant-
receiving cities
One of the structural characteristics of the new settlements appearing on the 
peripheries of immigrant-receiving cities could be defi ned as the lack of infrastructure 
resulting from the fact that settlement was already in place before any infrastructure 
could be built in these areas. Two problems arise through this process: 

1 In such areas, the number of pupils per classroom is above Turkey’s average2 
both at elementary and secondary school levels (TUIK 2015: 74f). 

2 Although settlement areas rank among the fi rst in Turkey in the number of 
classrooms built, they fail to meet the residents’ needs due to continued 
immigration. The schools lack the necessary equipment. Most of the teachers 
employed in such areas apply to be transferred to other schools due to negative 
working conditions.3

In terms of social and cultural capital, families living in these settlements usually 
bear the characteristics of immigrant-sending regions. Most of the time, all family 
members have to work whenever jobs are available to support themselves in the 
new environment. With both parents working, girls in particular have to care for 
their younger siblings and therefore have less time for school and homework. 
Among immigrant families, those belonging to minority groups speak a language 
other than Turkish at home, which creates grave problems for the children at school.

Psychological Counselling and Guidance (PCG) services

In response to the above-mentioned problems, the most signifi cant change in 
Turkey’s education system has been the introduction of Psychological Counselling 
and Guidance (PCG) services since 1961. The system of social services in Turkey, 
which is quite weak, has only made a breakthrough through the legal arrangements 
as part of the European Union harmonisation process (Şahin Taşğın and Tekin 
2013: 133). Particularly in gecekondu, substance use, neglect, abuse and violence 
in schools are common. That causes psychological health problems that should be 
dealt with by school psychological counsellors. With the introduction of PCG 
services at schools, school social services were entirely taken over by school 
psychological counsellors. School counsellors were appointed to educational 
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institutions to deliver guidance and psychological counselling services and to 
supplement the efforts of these teachers. Counselling and Research Centres 
(RAMs) were opened up in order to identify individuals with special education 
needs and carry out guidance and psychological services for them. There are 
various aptitude, intelligence, and standard achievement tests to survey pupils, 
and this in itself can be quite problematic (Melekoglu 2009). 

Inspired by the American concept in the 1960s, the system was fi rst 
systematically introduced in Turkey as a practice of school social services in 
certain pilot schools in 1970–1971. Initial application of the system was limited to 
secondary education and, following the recognition of PCG services, was taken 
over by the top institution of the Turkish National Education System. Undergraduate 
and graduate education programmes were introduced in Educational Faculties to 
train staff for school PCG units and Counselling and Research Centres (RAMs). 
There has been a considerable increase in the number of staff employed in the 
fi eld. For instance, in 2001–2002, the number of pupils per counsellor was 2,836 
in elementary schools and 905 in secondary schools (Akkök and Watts 2004). 
Yet, even today, the number of school counsellors is still insuffi cient. By 2013, 
one school counsellor serves 554 students. Apparently, despite all efforts, PCG 
services in Turkey are still underdeveloped both in terms of the services offered 
and organisational strength. Nearly all students graduating from PCG programmes 
work for public institutions, because private psychological counselling centres are 
not widespread enough. The existing system of school psychological counselling 
falls short of meeting the demands both in numbers and quality.

Conclusion
Signifi cant changes taking place in Turkey’s rapid urbanisation have brought 
about new inequalities in education, particularly between the city and the 
countryside. New institutional structures and practices have been developed to 
solve the education problems arising both in immigrant-sending regions and in the 
gecekondu in immigrant-receiving cities. Different school models have been 
introduced in the countryside, such as Regional Primary Boarding Schools and 
Mobile Elementary Schools in order to ensure equal education opportunities. 
School social services were superseded by new systems such as the Psychological 
Counselling and Guidance (PCG) Services at schools and Counselling Research 
Centres (RAMs) opening up in various gecekondu areas. Emerging in a period 
when other aspects of social services are still underdeveloped, these systems 
remain rudimentary and in search of a model specifi c to Turkey.

Notes
1  Gecekondu: ‘built during the night’ is a Turkish word, meaning houses which were built 

illegally in urban areas by people from rural areas (intra-country migrants). These 
settlements are comparable to slums. 

2  Average number of students per classroom in Turkey is 29.
3  The classrooms are overcrowded, which affects the level of instruction. 
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16 Refugees and asylum seekers 
in France

Muriel Mellon-Mustafa and 
Alexandra Schleyer-Lindenmann 

The aim of this chapter is to give an outline of social work with refugees and 
asylum seekers in France. This is a major transnational societal issue which, sadly, 
is not only the case at the present time of writing but will be in the future: according 
to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), displacement 
is the new challenge for the twenty-fi rst century (UNHCR 2013). In Europe, the 
three top countries receiving refugees in 2013 were Turkey (609,900 persons), 
France (232,500 persons) and Germany (187,600 persons) (UNHCR 2014: 13). 
Persons who fl ee their country and seek protection from another state through the 
application of an asylum claim are named asylum seekers: ‘individuals who have 
sought international protection and whose claims for refugee status have not yet 
been determined’ (UNHCR 2014: 39). If they fulfi l specifi c conditions, they can 
obtain the status of refugee; refugees are defi ned by the UNHCR as ‘individuals 
recognized under the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees … ; 
individuals granted complementary forms of protection … and those enjoying 
temporary protection’ (UNHCR 2014: 39). These legal defi nitions are important 
because they set the frame of the social workers’ agency with this group.

This chapter fi rst places the question of refugee protection in a European 
perspective, as French policy in this fi eld is strongly infl uenced by its European 
framework. Then the French situation is presented and fi nally a case study from a 
CADA (Centre d’Accueil pour les Demandeurs d’Asile – reception centre for 
asylum seekers) illustrates the challenges for social work in this fi eld.

European framework 
The member states of the European Union have included asylum rights in the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (OJEC 2000). Since 1999, 
the European Union has also worked towards the creation of a Common European 
Asylum System (CEAS) (EU Migration and Home Affairs; EC 2008), starting 
with the Amsterdam Treaty (1999) followed by the Lisbon Treaty (2007). The 
aim of the treaties and of the CEAS is twofold: on the one hand, they wish to offer 
better protection to refugees and asylum seekers through harmonisation and 
minimum standards in procedures. On the other hand, there is also the will to 
prevent abuse of the asylum system (EC 2008: 11).
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Several directives, notably Directive 2011/95/EU on standards for the 
qualifi cation of third-country nationals or stateless persons as benefi ciaries of 
international protection, and two directives from June 2013 on norms of reception 
(Directive 2013/33/EU) and procedures (The European Parliament and of the 
Council of the European Union 2013), as well as two regulations (Dublin and 
Eurodac) have been written and are or will be integrated in the signature countries’ 
systems (Lochak 2013). On the whole, the European Union has progressed on the 
path of a more coherent framework for asylum seekers, but there are still 
inequalities in reception and treatment between member states (Le Pors 2011). 
Moreover, as Lochak points out, the common asylum system seems rather more 
oriented towards ‘containment and dissuasion than protection’ (Lochak 2013: 2). 

French framework 
Over recent years, France has fi xed a general code for the reception and integration 
of all foreigners, the Code de l’Entrée et du Séjour des Etrangers et du Droit 
d’Asile (code concerning the entry and stay of foreigners and asylum rights, 
CESEDA),1 which includes questions concerning asylum rights as well. The right 
to asylum is structured with reference to three frameworks: the Geneva Convention, 
European policy and the French Constitution (Le Pors 2011). 

In its article 711-1 CESEDA indicates the two principal institutions implied in 
the asylum-seeking procedure in France: Offi ce Français de Protection des 
Réfugiés et Apatrides (French Offi ce for Refugees and Stateless Persons) 
(OFPRA) and Cour Nationale du Droit d’Asile (National Court for the Right to 
Asylum) (CNDA).

Offi ce Français de Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides (OFPRA) – French 
Offi ce for Refugees and Stateless Persons

OFPRA has two missions: it is in charge of the procedure of recognition of refugee 
status or statelessness quality and it can grant subsidiary protection when the 
Geneva Convention Criteria cannot be applied (CESEDA, book VII, title II). An 
asylum seeker will submit his or her claim to OFPRA where it is decided upon by 
a civil offi cer, after a hearing of the asylum seeker. 

Cour Nationale du Droit d’Asile (CNDA) – National Court for the Right 
to Asylum 

If the asylum application has been refused by OFPRA, the asylum seeker can 
make an appeal to this court. There is a judge and two assessors who hear the 
asylum seeker’s case.

According to the French ministry of home affairs, in 2014 OFPRA received a 
total of 64,536 asylum claims or applications for refugee status. OFPRA took 
decisions in 52,004 cases and attributed asylum 8,738 times (1,924 cases of 
subsidiary protection included). This is an attribution in 16.80 per cent of the 
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cases, and a rise of 46.2 per cent of positive decisions compared to 2013. For its 
part, CNDA received 39,115 appeals and took decisions on 37,345 cases, 
cancelling 5,826 decisions by OFPRA. Thus, the CNDA acceptance rate is 15.60 
per cent (Ministère de l’intérieur 2015). For France in 2014 European statistics 
report an acceptance rate in the fi rst instance of 21.74 per cent which is far behind 
the average acceptance rate for the European Union which stands at an average of 
45.22 per cent positive decisions (Eurostat 2015).

Other important institutions are the Prefecture (representative of the French 
state) where the asylum seeker must register within 90 days of arrival in France, 
the asylum platform which is the fi rst welcome desk for the asylum seeker, and the 
CADA (reception centre for asylum seekers). 

The mission of the CADA is to offer reception and provide services such as 
housing for asylum seekers, administrative, social and medical counselling, to put 
in place school integration for children, to organise socio-cultural activities for the 
residents and to manage asylum seekers’ departure from the institutional system 
after the end of the asylum claim procedure (MIOMCTI 2011). 

In 2012 there were 269 CADAs in France with a total of 21,410 places (REM 
2013). This covered about 33.7 per cent of the need for accommodation for asylum 
seekers in 2012 (REM 2013). In addition, there are places in the Hébergement 
d’Urgence dédié aux Demandeurs d’Asile (emergency accommodation for asylum 
seekers, HUDA). For the reception and direct work with asylum seekers at the 
asylum platform or in the CADAs many of the employees are social workers. The 
case study we present is from a CADA in Marseille which houses 70 persons who 
are followed by a team of three social workers, one psychologist and one language 
teacher. In line with the current approach in social work (see Jami, Pillant and 
Segura, Chapter 6) these professionals see their work as a process of accompanying 
and empowering the clients and not as a mission of controlling or assisting passive 
receivers of social action. 

Case description 
The D family arrived in France in July 2010. They are a family of four: the parents, 
aged about 50 years, and two sons, aged 17 and 27 years. The family is of Kosovar 
nationality and of Romani origin. They have fl ed Kosovo because of the severe 
discrimination and violence they faced as Romani people. After their arrival in 
France they submitted their asylum claim and were subsequently interviewed at 
the OFPRA in January 2011. In March 2011 they were taken in for housing by the 
CADA. They were accommodated in a three-room fl at by the social worker and 
started to familiarise themselves with their new environment, gathering 
information through a series of appointments with the social worker, as well as 
through activities at the CADA (e.g. French lessons). In November 2011 they got 
a negative answer to their claim from the OFPRA. They had one month to submit 
their appeal to the CNDA, which they accomplished with the help of a social 
worker. In January 2012 the father died. The rest of the family was interviewed at 
the CNDA in March 2012 and obtained refugee status in April 2012.
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In the following we take up elements of this case to illustrate some points which 
seem important to us in the context of professional social work with asylum 
seekers or refugees: competencies of the social worker, trust, empowerment, and 
time management. 

Competencies 

First, juridical and geopolitical literacy. The social worker needs to be familiar not 
only with common law, but also with asylum law, on the national and European 
levels. He/she also has to keep informed about the geopolitical and cultural context 
of the countries the asylum seekers come from. Concerning the D family for 
example, it is important to know what it means to be a Romani family in Kosovo, 
as opposed to being Albanian. 

Second, the social worker has to develop a high intercultural awareness 
(Guéguen 2012; Verbunt 2009; Gaitanides 2011), and must be able to analyse the 
impact of cultural fi lters (Camilleri 1996) in the interaction with his/her client. For 
example, when the father of the D family died, it was important to understand and 
respect the mourning rites of the family. Moreover, one task of the social worker 
is to assist the asylum seeker to produce a written report of the reasons which have 
forced the person to fl ee his/her country (this will be submitted as the asylum 
claim) and to prepare with the asylum seeker the interview with the civil offi cer of 
the OFPRA. The asylum seeker needs to understand that the person who will 
interview him/her at the OFPRA or the CNDA does not share his/her culture and 
thus does not have the same mind-set and way of reasoning. Thus, it is not 
suffi cient for the asylum seeker to tell his/her story, but it is necessary to make it 
understandable by explaining its cultural codes. This work of ‘cultural translation’ 
is prepared with the social worker who thus must be alert to cultural codes and 
have a great deal of cultural knowledge. 

Trust 

Asylum seekers are people with special needs: having fl ed from their homes, they 
arrive, often alone, in a foreign country where they usually do not know the culture 
or the language. They are weakened or traumatised by what they have experienced 
in their home country or during their fl ight (and eventually by their non-welcome 
in the country in which they seek asylum) (Baubet et al. 2004). He or she might 
not be trusting due to this context and it is necessary to fi rst build a relationship 
based on mutual confi dence where it is clear that the social worker is there to 
support the asylum seeker (ANESM 2014). This might be more diffi cult if there 
are cultural or language barriers. It is necessary to listen, but also to exchange and 
explain the proposed actions. In the case of the D family, as they had already 
submitted their claim when arriving in the CADA, the exchanges and the social 
support took place in a positive environment, with the help of an interpreter and 
without time pressure. The social worker and the family developed confi dence in 
a trusting relationship little by little. 
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Empowerment 

Social work means accompanying, not assisting. The notion of accompanying 
induces the idea of the active participation of the asylum seeker or refugee in the 
complete procedure. This empowerment (Bacqué and Biewener 2013) or 
participatory approach, now standard in France (see Jami, Pillant and Segura, 
Chapter 6), works so that the person is as autonomous as possible at the end of the 
supporting process. For example, the D family learnt French through the language 
courses at the CADA, and the youngest son, although beyond obligatory school 
age (which is 16 years), attended school. 

Time management 

Another challenge is to manage the waiting process. For example, the D family 
waited ten months for an answer from OFPRA, after their hearing. As they did not 
have the right to work (a work permit can be obtained under certain conditions 
which are diffi cult to attain), the time can seem long, and waiting for an answer 
from OFPRA or CNDA is a synonym for uncertainty. Very often asylum seekers 
have diffi culties projecting themselves into the future as they do not know whether 
they will obtain refugee status and the right to stay, or not. The main task of the 
social workers is to help them manage this time of waiting through social and 
cultural activities, as well as information workshops, for example on life in France, 
aimed at enhancing their independence in everyday life, regardless of the result of 
the asylum claim (ANESM 2014). 

The fi nal mission of the CADA is to manage the asylum seekers’ leaving of the 
CADA at the end of the procedure, both for the people who obtained refugee 
status as well as for those who did not (after their appeal at the CNDA). It is made 
clear at the beginning to the asylum seekers that the accommodation provided is 
only given during the time of the procedure. To accompany the exit of a family 
who have obtained refugee status is relatively easy for several reasons: the client 
immediately gets a receipt attesting their international protection, is integrated 
into common law, can look for a job, etc. 

People who do not obtain asylum status have one month to leave the CADA. It 
is not always possible for the families to respect this delay, having no other solution 
for accommodation. Some decide to return to their country of origin and ask for 
‘help for voluntary return’ at OFII (Offi ce Français d’immigration et d’intégration 
– French Offi ce for Immigration and Integration). Others face expulsion or staying 
illegally, and the role of the social worker is to discuss with the person all the 
possible options, to inform him/her of their rights and to advise him/her on potential 
support through organisations other than the CADA (ANESM 2014). 

Transnational perspective/Challenges for the future 
From a transnational perspective, taking in and working with refugees will remain 
a priority worldwide for many years. In Europe, the European Migration Forum 
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which is constituted as a platform for dialogue on migration, asylum and migrant 
integration met for the fi rst time on 26 and 27 January 2015 (EU Migration and 
Home Affairs). This is also a challenge for social workers: to accompany asylum 
seekers and refugees effi ciently needs – like many other fi elds of social work – 
constant training, learning and refl ection during professional life, in order to be up 
to date concerning the legislation and socio-political situation of the countries the 
persons come from. This training should be part of the education of social workers, 
but for the moment it is very marginal in terms of volume of teaching (Carrère and 
Daadouch 2006). The fi eld of intercultural competencies for social workers has 
received more attention in recent years (Verbunt 2009; Guélamine 2000) and there 
are sometimes modules of teaching intercultural competencies in social work 
schools. Moreover, there is a general awakening to transnational questions of social 
work, especially in training and cross-border cooperation (Hirliet et al. 2013). 

Recently a law concerning the reform of asylum rights along the lines of the 
European Directives ‘procedure’ and ‘protection and reception’ has been issued.2 
One aim of the law is to accelerate the procedure at OFPRA. Another major change 
is the possibility for the applicant to be assisted when interviewed by the OFPRA 
offi cer. It is all the more important that this person, possibly a social worker, is well 
informed on cultural and geopolitical questions concerning the country of origin. 

Social workers working in this fi eld should also benefi t from exchanges with 
social workers from other countries, in order to get a better understanding of 
different situations, to exchange information and ‘good practices’, and to develop 
a shared position. Currently such a network is being created starting from a 
French–Italian initiative in Marseille. A fi rst conference on asylum rights in 
mediterranean countries took place in Marseille in October 2014 (FNARS 2014) 
and hopefully others will follow which will allow for a transnational perspective 
on asylum from the social workers’ point of view.

Notes
1  Code de l’Entrée et du Séjour des Etrangers et du Droit d’Asile (CESEDA) Legifrance.

gouv.fr (2016).
2  Law n° 2015-925 of 29 July 2015 concerning the reform of asylum rights Legifrance.

gouv.fr (2015).
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17 Legitimacy versus legality 
Comment on the French case 
study from a German perspective 

Therese Neuer-Miebach 

Germany and France have a lot of points in common concerning the treatment of 
asylum seekers. The European Convention on Human Rights, ECHR, 1950, the 
Geneva Refugees Convention, GRC, 1951, and the Dublin Covenant III, 2013, 
apply to both countries. As in France, the right to asylum is a constitutional human 
right in Germany.1 

Similar to France, Germany has a Federal Offi ce for Migration and Refugees 
(BAMF), a subordinate agency of the Federal Ministry of the Interior, with branch 
offi ces in all Federal States (Länder).2 As a centre of excellence for migration and 
integration, it is responsible for conducting asylum procedures, granting refugees 
protection, supporting integration and resettlement, and additionally undertaking 
research on migration and integration.3 

Since the recruitment freeze for migrant workers in 1973, German legislation 
on immigration for people from outside the EU has been severely restricted. 
Beyond the concession of family reunifi cation and the selected recruitment of 
highly skilled employees since 2012 and 2013 respectively, there no longer exists 
any real chance of legal immigration. This means, applying for asylum seems to 
be the only chance for anyone seeking to escape from poverty, or racial/ethnic 
discrimination, or ‘simply’ seeking to achieve better living conditions. 

Case study: Family D in Germany 
According to German law, a family would need to provide plausible proof that 
they feared (repeated) persecution on the grounds of membership of a certain 
social group (§ 3, section 1 AsylVfG) or that they had justifi ed reasons to expect 
serious harm, such as torture or inhuman treatment, if they returned to their 
country of origin, and thus could eventually be granted asylum. 

According to the latest amendments in 2015, a family would not be allowed 
without express permission to leave their designated place of residence (initial 
reception centres) during the fi rst three months – the so-called residential 
obligation. A job could be taken up after three months, but only if there were no 
German applicants for the position in question. The family would receive an 
allowance below the standard rate of social benefi t (HARTZ IV), plus the costs for 
accommodation and heating. 
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For family D, from Kosovo, social workers might provide psychological and social 
care, organise accommodation and prepare them for their fi rst interview to explain their 
fl ight, i.e. their own personal account of the reasons for their fl ight including the 
necessary evidence/proof with the aim of obtaining the right to reside in Germany for 
the duration of their asylum proceedings. This could only happen if the initial reception 
centres were staffed with signifi cantly more social workers than at present. The 
interview at the Federal Offi ce for Migration and Refugees is the key to the subsequent 
course of the asylum procedure and thus of existential importance to the asylum seekers. 

In addition to the initial reception centres a number of social and legal advice 
options exist, offering thorough preparation for this interview. Family D would, 
however, need to know of the existence of these and access them quickly. In 
addition to an interpreter, family D may name a person in their trust, such as a 
social worker, who can be present at the interview but has no right to intervene. 

If family D were granted the right to reside in Germany, they would, as a 
consequence of the asylum procedure, be moved to a communal dwelling in a 
federal state – consideration being given to arguments for family reunifi cation, but 
also for administrative reasons (so-called Königstein quota). 

During this phase of continuing uncertainty, families are under constant 
pressure to demonstrate their willingness to be integrated. Here social workers – if 
employed by migration advice centres or specialist migration services – have a 
crucial motivating and support function to fulfi l, for example through involvement 
in integration courses, or by helping to fi nd schooling or vocational training for 
the son who is still a minor, helping to fi nd a fl at, or accompanying and supporting 
family members to communicate with the authorities. 

Within the framework of the National Action Plan for Integration (Die 
Bundesregierung 2012) there are a number of accompanying and follow-up 
services, concerning language, education or vocational training, labour-market 
access and social integration into the local community. 

If family D’s application for asylum was approved, they would receive a 
residence permit for three years and a work permit. If not, they could apply for 
subsidiary protection in the case where they are at risk of serious injury when 
going back to their country of origin: a limited resident concession (one year), 
without the right to family reunifi cation.4 

Should family D be seeking asylum or subsidiary protection in Germany after 
September 2015, they would have very little chance of success, unless they were 
well prepared to justify their application,5 to explain the reasons for their fl ight 
and to prove a fear of serious injury in an extremely shortened asylum procedure, 
and this despite the fact that Kosovo has been declared a safe country of origin.6 
Under these recently aggravated conditions, it would probably be very diffi cult to 
plausibly explain their need to be protected on the grounds of their belonging to a 
particular social group – the Roma community. Arguments concerning education 
and employment prospects in order to provide a better future for their children 
would, according to the latest guidelines, have a slight chance of success, but only 
if the application for asylum had been lodged in their home country and if an 
employment or vocational training contract already existed. 
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The current EU-wide debate, which pits ‘political’ against ‘economic’ refugees 
and asylum seekers, leaves little scope for the recognition of poverty as an 
existential crisis and, so far, this is not accepted as a reason for granting asylum or 
refugee status. Refusal of entry at the border, encouragement towards voluntary 
return to their country of origin, residence in an initial reception centre under 
discriminatory conditions, pending judgement on their application for asylum or, 
at the end of the day, deportation, are the options currently being discussed. 

‘Training and learning’ on the part of asylum seekers probably increases the 
‘inclination’ of the administrative authorities to deal favourably with their 
applications; they also help toward the integration of asylum seekers into German 
society (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge 2015: 42ff, 58; Bundesamt für 
Migration und Flüchtlinge 2013). 

Social work conceives its own ethical self-image and legitimacy as a Human and 
Civil Rights profession (Wronka and Staub-Bernasconi 2012), a vision with which 
German social work agrees. Being a branch of social policy, social work is not only 
about human interaction with those in need, nor simply about carrying out 
governmental measures to control migration. Social work must be involved in 
issues relating to the acceptance and integration of immigrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers into society. This requires fundamental ‘intercultural awareness’ 
(Langenohl et al. 2015), specifi c knowledge of the legal framework surrounding 
migration and of the social security system, and also the ability to use all possibilities 
when conducting advice and mediation in cooperation with other disciplines. 

The social work profession is one of the players in the fi eld of policy towards 
refugees and asylum seekers and, as implied in the chapter on the French situation, 
its clear and unequivocal involvement as an agent of change and social justice is 
long overdue, be it on the national or the European scene. Any moves towards a 
professional crossing of national borders in social work should be encouraged, 
insofar as they are directed towards ‘an action-based and agent-centred perspective 
on social processes and towards the development of transnational social formations 
and transnational social space’ (Friesenhahn and Kniephoff-Knebel 2011; Staub-
Bernasconi 2007). 

Concluding remarks 
Current treatment of refugees, including that of family D above, clearly shows 
that Germany is still not a country of immigration. On the one hand, the 
fundamental right to asylum is maintained, although it was strongly constrained 
by the asylum compromise of 1993. On the other hand, it is striking how 
restrictive Germany’s migration policy seems when compared with the post-war 
situation, when in unprecedentedly diffi cult economic conditions a much greater 
number of refugees were accommodated, and in view of the clear advantages 
that Germany can expect from an infl ux of migrants in terms of demographic 
development, the labour market and tax revenue. This German position cannot 
evolve without a common, coherent – a fortiori, human rights based – migration 
policy in the EU.
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Notes
1  See article 16a, German Constitution, GG, 1993.
2  The current legal base in 2015, latest amendments on 24 October 2015: the 

Asylverfahrensgesetz (AsylVfG), named Asylgesetz (AsylG) since 24.10.2015, the 
Asylbewerberleistungsgesetz, AsylbLG, the Aufenthaltsgesetz, AufenthG. Gesetz zur 
Verbesserung der Rechtsstellung von Asyl suchenden und geduldeten Ausländern 
(1.1.2015), das Gesetz zur Neubestimmung des Bleiberechts (u.a. beschleunigte 
Abschiebung) 1.8.2015.

3  See § 75 AufenthG, as well as: Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge: Das Bundesamt 
und seine Aufgaben. Nürnberg 2013.

4  See: § 4 AsylG.
5  Stand der Abschiebungen in den Kosovo Ende 2014 (Deutscher Bundestag 2015: 2; 15f).
6  Reintegration and Emigration Programme for Asylum-Seekers in Germany, REAG, and 

Government Assisted Repatriation Programme, GARP Bundesamt für Migration 
und Flüchtlinge 
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18 Seeking refuge in India 
Comment on the French case 
study from an Indian perspective 

Sohini Sengupta 

Population movement across borders in the South Asian region is a long-standing 
historical phenomenon. A total of 200,000 refugees and asylum seekers lived in 
India in 2015 (UNHCR 2015a, 2015b). These numbers are predicted to increase 
in coming years. The refugee situation in India is complicated by the absence of a 
standard legal and administrative system for refugee recognition and status 
determination. Like other countries in this region, the national government’s 
political priorities shape the fortunes of refugees. Absence of uniform standards 
and primacy of bilateral relations in decisions about refugee status leads to 
differential treatment of asylum seekers in India (Weiner 1993; Chimni 2003; 
Bhattacharjee 2008). 

Despite the heterogeneity of practice and outcomes, India is often lauded as 
providing a credible protection regime for millions of refugees from border 
countries displaced by or escaping confl ict, political instability and persecution 
(UNHCR 2015b). According to the UNHCR, refugee human rights are protected 
under the Indian constitution (UNHCR 2012). The National Human Rights 
Commission and the Judiciary, along with non-governmental organisations, have 
been key institutions whose activism and intervention have contributed towards 
recognition and safeguarding of refugee rights in India. Not surprisingly then, 
work with refugees and asylum seekers constitutes a highly challenging domain 
of intervention at multiple levels for social work professionals in India. 

The objective of this commentary is to compare the situation of refugees and 
asylum seekers in India with the case study from France (see Mellon-Mustafa and 
Schleyer-Lindenmann, Chapter 16). It begins with an introduction to the legal and 
other humanitarian standards guiding responses to the refugee situation in India. 
This is followed by a section that compares the situation in India with that of 
France, highlighting the similarities and differences in intervention realities. The 
commentary ends with a discussion about the complex context and challenges of 
social work among refugees in India. 

Humanitarian laws, standards and the status of refugees in India 
Legal status of asylum seekers in India is based on two laws – the Foreigner’s 
Act 1946 and the Citizenship Act 1955. These defi ne all those who enter without 
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visas to be illegal migrants, with no exceptions made for refugees or asylum 
seekers (HRLN 2007). India is neither a signatory to the 1951 United Nations 
Convention on the status of Refugees nor to the 1967 Protocol. Although it is 
one of the largest receiving countries for refugees in the region, specifi c national 
legislation to determine the status and treatment of refugees is absent 
(Bhattacharjee 2008). This is generally viewed as a problem and infl uential 
debates about the cause of this state of affairs and consequences for refugee 
experiences in India exist (Weiner 1993; Chimni 2003; Bhattacharjee 2008; 
Chaudhary 2004). 

National governments in South Asia, newly independent with a complex mix of 
ethnic groups among its citizenry and lacking resources to effectively police their 
boundaries, have traditionally been wary of multilateral standards for refugee 
issues, viewing these as a compromise of national sovereignty (Weiner 1993). 
Instead, they have upheld the primacy of bilateral relations between national 
governments as the principle framework for evaluating refugee status. This 
perspective has led to two clear outcomes: fi rst, differential treatment of refugees 
by the state and, second, contravention of the humanitarian principle of 
Non-Refoulement (Chimni 2003). 

Lacking citizenship status or legal credentials, refugees are unable to access 
essential services such as schools and hospitals. Compelled to depend on informal 
relations with members of the local community on unequal terms, refugees face 
poverty and experience discrimination (Bhalla 2014). Recent news items cite the 
traumatic experiences of Rohingya Muslims seeking asylum in India to escape 
persecution in Myanmar (Bhalla 2014). Compared to the Rohingya, the Sri 
Lankan Tamils and Afghans have received better treatment and achieved greater 
local integration (Brar 2013). 

While India has provided some groups of refugees and asylum seekers with 
social security, medical help and visas (Brar 2013), differential treatment remains 
a cause for concern. For instance, the state has made better provisions for Tibetan 
refugees compared to Chakma refugees from Bangladesh or Tamils from Sri 
Lanka (Chimni 2003). However, border and coast guards, unaware of the principle 
of ‘non-refoulement’ have also turned back asylum seekers (Chimni 2003: 463). 

Despite the absence of any standardised protection regime, the Indian judiciary 
has made signifi cant contributions to the protection of refugee rights using the 
framework of the Indian constitution and interpretation of international laws 
(Bhattacharjee 2008). The establishment of the National Human Rights 
Commission in 1993 also enabled closer monitoring of refugee rights. In 1995, 
the NHRC fi led public-interest litigation on behalf of 65,000 Chakma refugees 
who had been settled in the north-eastern state of Arunachal Pradesh since 1965. 
The Commission sought the intervention of the Supreme Court of India to 
safeguard the life and freedom of the refugees and enabled them to obtain 
citizenship rights (Chimni 2003: 457). More recently, the state government in the 
southern state of Tamil Nadu has extended basic social welfare benefi ts on a par 
with Indian citizens to Tamil Sri Lankan refugees residing in government camps 

(rediff news 2014). 
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Institutions, laws and practice context: France and India 
In India in 2014, the UNHCR registered 5,074 asylum seekers and 25,865 refugees 
(UNHCR). According to recent media reports unregistered refugees living in 
India numbered 30,000 (Bhalla 2014). 

UNHCR is the key agency for refugees in India (UNHCR 2015b). Activities 
undertaken by humanitarian organisations such as the UNHCR provide some of 
the needs, legal frameworks and support services that are required by people 
seeking refuge or asylum (Brar 2013). At present the UNHCR undertakes the 
following activities: registering and providing documentation to asylum seekers 
and refugees; seeking long-term solutions, including returning to home countries 
once a confl ict situation has stabilised; and local integration and initiatives to 
promote economic self-reliance (Brar 2013). The UNHCR works closely with the 
government and civil society organisations to ensure state services such as health 
and primary education for refugee families. 

In the context of India, a great deal of social work and welfare activities takes 
place within the broader context of ‘informal security regimes’. These regimes 
have been defi ned as a ‘set of conditions where people rely heavily upon community 
and family relationships to meet their security needs’ (Gough 2008: 33). The 
liminal position of asylum seekers limits their access to state welfare entitlements 
for eligible citizens. Potential asylum seekers from neighbouring countries seek out 
ties of kin and ethnic groups, merge into local communities and actively pursue 
citizenship rights by obtaining required documents. Media and human rights 
advocacy groups play an important role in making appeals for rights protection and 
against human rights violations to the Human Rights Commission and the Courts. 

Challenges for social work 
Social workers need to work within a diverse set of social and institutional 
contexts within India to address issues pertaining to refugees and asylum seekers. 
Often this includes establishing identities, establishing links with state welfare 
services, advocating for asylum seekers’ rights, initiating legal action and helping 
to secure required documentation. The social work professionals working on 
refugee issues tend to be most often located outside the sphere of the formal state 
administration – and form a crucial bridge between invisible asylum seekers and 
unresponsive government bureaucracy.

A critical requirement for social workers therefore is to be well trained with 
appropriate skills to work within various fl exible, unstructured, low-paid and 
often confl ict-prone community settings. They are required to possess in-depth 
knowledge of diverse cultural, socio-economic and political contexts that shape 
refugee identities, situations and strategies. The current nature of social 
intervention on this issue also indicates that social workers must be trained in 
constitutional law, international human rights law and national legal regimes and 
should have abilities to build coalitions and networks with other formal and 
informal institutions working with refugees.
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Conclusion 
Social workers in India are similar to social workers in France in their broader 
commitment towards empowering refugees and asylum seekers. However, unlike 
in France, the commitment of Indian social workers goes beyond provisioning and 
administering of better services and creating a just and humane context of 
implementation. In India, social workers at the outset must work towards building 
a case for rights and entitlements of refugees and state responsibility for each new 
crisis situation as it emerges. The extent to which they are able to meet the broader 
goal of refugee protection and empowerment is constrained by the absence of 
uniform standards. However, Indian social workers also achieve remarkable 
successes through advocacy initiatives around human rights. Social work among 
refugees in India, despite its long-standing nature, remains as yet largely 
undocumented and defi es classifi cation and standardisation.
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19 Narcotic and psychotropic 
drugs, transnational 
intersections and social work 
with drug users in Germany 

Irmgard Vogt 

Issues around drugs are always crossing from local to global, from national to 
transnational. This is also valid for concepts of how to handle drugs which were 
categorised as dangerous to consumers and/or societies. For more than half a 
century, 185 nations agreed to prohibit the trade and use of a number of so-called 
dangerous or narcotic drugs. As a consequence, dealers of such drugs as well as 
users were criminalised and – when caught by police – went to prison. This 
chapter tries to outline the transformation of the concept of prohibition into a 
concept of harm reduction which addresses the demands of users/addicts in a way 
which helps them survive and reintegrate into society. 

The prohibition concept was established internationally by the United Nations 
in the 1950s, followed by conventions on the production and supply of narcotics 
and other psychotropic drugs. 

The 1961 convention covered drugs derived from three plants: opioids from 
the poppy (Papaver somniferum) and derivatives, cocaine from the coca bush 
(Erythroxylum coca), and cannabis from the cannabis plant (Cannabis sativa). 
A separate 1971 convention made the non-medical use of a wide range of 
synthetic drugs a punishable offence. A 1988 convention on traffi cking 
consolidated the focus of the control system on suppression of illicit markets 
by including provisions to prevent money laundering and extending controls 
to precursor chemicals.

(Room and Reuter 2012: 84) 

The Commission on Narcotic Drugs and the World Health Organization were 
empowered to add and remove drugs from the list of controlled substances. 
Currently, the conventions are signed by 185 nations who agreed to fulfi l the 
treaty obligations: prohibition of trade and use of narcotics and of psychotropic 
substances. However, the medical and scientifi c use of drugs was and is permitted 
under strict control (for instance in scientifi c studies). To enforce the prohibitive 
laws on narcotics, the law is armed with drastic punishments which differ to some 
degree between the countries.

The conventions and national laws prohibiting narcotics and psychotropic 
drugs have not prevented the development of illicit production, trade and markets 
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for these substances all over the world. Narcotics have effects on the human body 
and mind which are unique and diffi cult to achieve otherwise. People who try 
narcotics and fi nd the effects pleasurable often develop an urge to repeat the 
experience. They get hooked on the substances and develop dependency symptoms 
(American Psychiatric Association 2013). The symptoms are most pronounced 
when withdrawal sets in, which in the case of opiates, goes together with physical 
pain. Thus, there are always people willing to buy narcotics to alter their mental 
states as well as to avoid withdrawal. For those addicted to substances the need for 
it is much stronger than the fear of committing a crime. And the trade in narcotics 
is extremely profi table due to the fact that it is prohibited and has to be organised 
clandestinely. The drugs trade is organised transnationally and run by cartels 
which connect nations that produce the drugs (e.g. heroin from Afghanistan) with 
those with large numbers of consumers (e.g. England, Germany, France, USA). 

Furthermore, addiction guarantees steady customers. On the streets illicit drugs 
are often sold by addicted dealers to addicted users – both are victims of the so-called 
war on drugs, declared by president of the USA, Richard Nixon, in 1971. Dealers 
and users are aware that they are committing crimes when they are selling and 
buying, but this does not stop them from engaging in drug dealing and drug using. 

Case study of a drug addict, part 1 
Walter1 is a man in his late forties. He fi nished school after nine years, got a 
placement in vocational training, was in an apprenticeship for three years and 
fi nished with a diploma in electro-mechanics. He then landed in a job in a medium-
sized enterprise and worked there for some years. In those years his consumption 
of alcoholic beverages, tobacco and hashish was rather unspectacular – at least in 
terms of the average consumption patterns of Germans aged between 15 and 25 
years (Vogt 2004; Pfeiffer-Gerschel et al. 2014). 

When Walter met new friends who used heroin, he started using it as well. 
Shooting-up gave him a kick which he had never experienced before. Very quickly 
he became addicted. Some months after using heroin regularly he lost his job. To 
earn money to support his drug-use habit he engaged in drug dealing on the streets 
and, if necessary, pickpocketing and stealing goods from department stores. 

For some years he was not motivated to change his lifestyle and give up drug use. 
But then he was caught by the police and was sentenced to prison for at least one year. 

At the time when Walter had to go to prison, Germany was about to revise its 
policies regarding the treatment of drug addicts: they were no longer seen only as 
criminals but also as people with a chronic illness who needed support, counselling 
and treatment (for details see below). 

Walter got in touch with an addiction treatment centre and a social worker who 
helped him to a place in a rehabilitation centre to undergo abstinence-based 
treatment for a year. Soon after he left the centre he relapsed and went back to the 
street drug milieu. In the following years he regularly visited a drop-in centre 
offering counselling, needle and syringe exchange and – some years later – a safe 
injection room. When necessary, he went on detoxifi cation in hospitals. Eventually, 
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he met a woman, fell in love with her and they moved into a fl at. In the following 
nine years they were both off drugs, held down jobs and enjoyed life together. 

However, Walter missed the feelings he once got from injecting heroin. Over 
the years, an urge built up to go back to using heroin again. In an interview, he 
said: ‘When I relapsed, it was not an accident – I wanted it! And I wanted to know 
what happens afterwards. Do I get addicted at once or do I end up with feelings of 
guilt and tell myself: you are such an idiot, why did you do it?’ (Vogt 2015). 
Unfortunately, he relapsed at once and went straight back to his habits: cocaine or 
crack in the morning and in the afternoon and evening heroin to calm himself 
down. He soon lost his job, his girlfriend and the fl at. 

Still, he was lucky because he did not end up on the streets but in his mother’s 
house. His mother had always supported him emotionally and to some extent 
fi nancially. Once again, he came into contact with social workers who told him to 
go into detox to get off cocaine/crack and go on a methadone maintenance 
programme to substitute prescription methadone for heroin. 

Markets for illicit drugs and consumers of heroin and cocaine 
As mentioned in the case report, Walter uses heroin and cocaine – drugs which are 
illegal according to international conventions and to German drugs laws. Where 
do the drugs come from and who are the users? 

The bulk of heroin which is sold in European countries is imported from Afghanistan, 
Myanmar, and Laos. In Germany, the percentage of those using heroin  occasionally 
or habitually increased after 1970 with a peak of 200,000 addicts around the turn of the 
century. In the last 15 years, the number of heroin users has been decreasing steadily. 
On the other hand, cocaine is imported mainly from South American countries such as 
Bolivia, Peru and Colombia. In Germany, the percentage of those using cocaine 
occasionally or habitually has not changed much during the last 20 years. However, 
there are indications that the demand for synthetic uppers has increased heavily in the 
last ten years. Synthetic amphetamines have similar effects to cocaine but are much 
cheaper and can be produced anywhere. Cocaine, then, is the preferred drug of people 
who are affl uent, and synthetic amphetamines are the drug of those who are poor. 

In Germany today, the average consumer of illicit drugs such as heroin is in his/
her late twenties, often poor with a low level of education and poor prospects of 
fi nding a place in the workforce. Of course there is some variation in demographic 
characteristics of users of illicit drugs. Often, drug use starts due to peer pressure 
or as a way for self-medication of physical and emotional pain. However, after 
starting, drug-use problems may evolve at school, at work and at home. In 
Germany, most long-term users of heroin and other illicit drugs do not have a job; 
they therefore depend on welfare subsidies or on their families for fi nancial 
support (Schay et al. 2013). 

In western and central Europe, the annual prevalence rate of the use of illicit 
opiates is estimated at 0.4 per cent, for cocaine at 1 per cent, and for synthetic uppers 
at 0.6 per cent and increasing. Overall, the percentage of people who recently used 
cocaine or synthetic uppers is much higher than that of those injecting illicit opiates 
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(UNODC 2014). In other regions of the world including eastern and south-eastern 
Europe, North America and China, annual prevalence rates are much higher. 

Health problems associated with illicit drug use and the introduction 
of harm reduction measures 
Injecting illicit drugs is associated with severe health problems. On top of the list 
are unintended deaths by overdosing and blood-borne infections such as HIV, 
which if untreated progresses to AIDS, and Hepatitis B/C virus infections which 
may cause liver cancer. Cohort studies of injecting users of amphetamines, 
cocaine and heroin ‘suggest that these drugs increase the risk of premature death, 
morbidity and disability’ (Degenhardt and Hall 2012: 60). These risks can be 
reduced with harm-reduction measures instead of incarceration and treatment by 
abstinence as the only option (Schmid 2003). 

Pressure to introduce harm-reduction measures came from all sorts of agents in 
Germany including a fraction of social workers active in the fi eld of addiction who 
advocated programmes such as needle exchange in support of their clients. These 
social workers were aware that implementing harm-reduction measures did not go 
along easily with the principles of international treaties and national drugs laws. 
They also were aware that their actions could provoke confl icts with the police and 
– more generally – with the justice system as well as with politicians at the 
community, state and national level. However, until the 1990s the misery of drug 
addicts was so obvious that a change of strategy in dealing with them became 
necessary. The need for change was intensifi ed when the numbers of HIV-infections 
of injecting drug users increased dramatically in the 1980s and politicians feared a 
spill-over into the general population. After years of struggling, social workers in 
favour of changes in dealing with drug addicts succeeded: drop-in centres opened 
their doors for drug addicts with counselling services and needle and syringe 
exchange programmes and soon after with safe injection facilities (Vogt and Schmid 
1998). Shelters for homeless drug addicts were also set up with hygienic services 
etc. Social workers were involved in developing the programmes and are now 
running them, including disseminating messages to drug addicts regarding safer use 
(e.g. no shared use of needles and syringes or smoking equipment) and safer sex 
(using condoms when offering sex work or having sex with unknown people) (Pates 
and Riley 2012). In the 1990s, medical therapies were added to the measures which 
include methadone maintenance therapy (MMT) and – in a number of western 
European countries – heroin-assisted therapy (HAT). Social workers who in the 
1980s and 1990s fought hard to establish a better drug treatment system are to be 
praised for their engagement and their stamina in this matter.

Data show that the introduction of harm-reduction measures was successful 
(Global Commission on Drug Policy 2014). First, at the community level as well 
as at the national level, the number of unintended deaths due to drug overdose 
decreased. Second, HIV infection rates in populations of injecting drug users 
decreased. Overall, the health of injecting drug users improved and their chances 
of living a long life have become better (Vogt 2011). Third, public nuisance 
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caused by people using and injecting drugs openly on the streets decreased. Thus, 
everybody gained from the introduction of harm-reduction measures: addicts, 
social workers, politicians and the public.

Harm-reduction measures spread around the world, although not all countries 
implemented the whole package. Full-fl edged harm-reduction measures with 
needle exchange programmes, safe injection rooms and MMT are implemented in 
a number of western European countries, Australia and Canada. The USA and 
China adopted needle exchange programmes and MMT but not safe injection 
rooms. Countries such as Thailand and Russia still oppose harm-reduction 
measures; they are paying a high price with ever increasing HIV infection rates 
and overdose death rates (Global Commission on Drug Policy 2011).

Social work in the modern German drug treatment system: the case 
study of a drug addict, part 2 
Since the 1990s, with the nationwide implementation of harm-reduction measures, 
social workers in Germany have offered a wide range of services to drug addicts. 
These include counselling in drop-in centres and regular counselling facilities, 
medically supported treatment (e.g. MMT or HAT, Strang et al. 2012), drug-use 
reduction group treatment, outpatient and inpatient abstinence treatment (including 
detoxifi cation treatment, outpatient psychotherapy, inpatient rehabilitation treatment, 
aftercare support etc.; for more details of the German drug treatment system cf. Vogt 
2009). Social workers are involved in all parts of service provision for drug addicts, 
in most cases as counsellors and/or case managers (Schmid et al. 2012). While social 
work counsellors in addiction work more often with groups in outpatient and inpatient 
settings, case managers engage more in network building and helping their clients 
fi nd the support and treatment institutions which best fi t their needs. However, social 
workers can also switch from group work to single case work and to case management 
and back again: it all depends on their training and the needs of the clients.

To illustrate social work in addiction, we go back to the case report. As 
described above, Walter became a client at drop-in centres. Social workers offered 
him counselling services on a regular basis2 but Walter came to the meetings only 
when he was dearly in need of help. When he got caught by police and had to go 
to court, his contact intensifi ed with one of the social workers, who then became 
his fi rst case manager. The latter helped him to clarify his fi nancial obligations and 
his health insurance protection. The case manager also arranged a deal with the 
judge which allowed Walter to undergo mandatory treatment (as an alternative to 
imprisonment) in a rehabilitation centre.

In the centre, Walter underwent a highly structured programme including skills 
and work trainings, therapeutic single and group sessions and spare time activities. 
He took lessons in relapse prevention and learnt to identify physical and psychic 
signals of craving, to withstand peer pressure to take drugs and to control his 
emotional states better (especially aggressive impulses and feelings of frustration). 

After several relapses Walter was suffering from quite a lot of health problems 
at the age of 40 and he thought of going on MMT. To enter a programme, he once 
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again needed a case manager/social worker to determine if he would benefi t more 
from MMT or from HAT. Walter opted for MMT; he now takes his daily dose of 
methadone at his doctor’s offi ce. He attends an outpatient self-control programme 
to cut down his use of cocaine and crack and has plans to start a hepatitis-C 
treatment programme to improve his health. His case manager supports him with 
his plans, monitors progress and gives him feedback to encourage him to pursue 
his plans even in bad times when he is down and depressed. 

Furthermore, Walter is looking to fi nd a job and enter the workforce again. 
Since Walter worked in IT for some years, his chances of fi nding a job are 
relatively good but he may need some further training on the job. With support of 
his case manager he may be able to fi nd a training course which fi ts his needs. 
Payment for the course may be taken over by the local labour agency which would 
very much prefer to see Walter in the workforce than on welfare payment. 
However, it will take quite some effort by his case manager and the liaison offi cer 
at the local labour agency and himself, to fi nd employment and secure a living. 

Research studies show that methadone maintenance programmes as well as 
heroin assisted treatment programmes have positive effects for heroin addicts 
such as improvement of their physical health and stabilisation of their everyday 
life. However, reintegration into the workforce is diffi cult, at least for those with 
long careers of illicit drug use. 

Conclusion 
In West European countries, social work is deeply involved in shaping our understanding 
of addiction as a sickness or a way of life and in the support and treatment of people 
who abuse legal and illegal psychoactive substances or indulge in addictive behaviour 
(such as gambling, internet gaming, shopping addiction, sex addiction etc.). On the 
theoretical level, the excessive use of psychoactive substances is understood as an 
illness which cannot be treated by imprisonment but needs psychosocial and 
psychotherapeutic interventions. On the practical level, harm-reduction measures 
prevail and are implemented transnationally, although in variations. 

To accomplish all this, social work in addiction is in a constant process of 
professionalisation on the national level as well as on the transnational level, 
resulting in relevant master’s and PhD programmes being set up in institutions of 
higher education in Western Europe, North America and other places around the 
world. To further develop social work in addiction, the political involvement of 
social workers in the ongoing transnational dialogue on addiction is needed as 
well as social work involvement in inventing new treatment settings and tools for 
those who develop addictive behaviours.

Notes
1  Name and details of the case have been anonymised.
2  Since the 1990s, motivational interviewing has had an ever increasing impact on the art 

of counselling in addiction (for more details cf. Miller and Rollnick (2013)).
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20 Drug use
Comment on the German case 
study from a British perspective

John Watson

A British ‘Walter’ may in fact have a remarkably similar profi le to his German peer. 
The drug-using career that Vogt outlines for Walter is one that many British opioid 
users and workers in support agencies would recognise. The neo-liberal policies of 
the Conservative Government of 1979–97 saw huge increases in unemployment and 
poverty. These social changes are often linked to the big rises in the numbers of 
people with heroin problems in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s (Pearson 1987; 
Buchanan 2004; Reuter and Stevens 2007; Watson 2013). British Walters, 
unemployed workers from the former heavy industries, often saw heroin as a release 
and a substitute for the void of poverty and the loss of identity associated with 
long-term unemployment (Buchanan 2004). Many of the current substance users in 
contact with British treatment agencies are of a similar age to Walter, having had long 
drug-using careers. Indeed, many of these people may have begun using in the 1980s 
or 1990s and have had similar periods of abstinence, controlled use and relapse. As 
in Germany and most of western Europe, the average age of heroin users in treatment 
in the UK is rising, the number of new heroin users falling, and the number of those 
injecting drugs is on the decline (EMCDDA 2013). However, this trend has been 
more gradual in the United Kingdom than many of our European partners (EMCDDA 
2013; Hughes and Stevens 2010). It is also thought possible that heroin may simply 
have gone out of fashion, replaced to some degree by other new psychoactive 
substances (NPS), or legal highs. There has been evidence of an increase in people 
using other forms of opioids and NPS drugs (EMCDDA 2013; Power 2013). Recent 
surveys appear to have shown that the fall in overall drug use seen since the mid/late 
1990s has levelled out, with overall drug use in Britain more or less stable in recent 
years (Home Offi ce 2014). Worryingly, the latest drug-related death statistics for 
England and Wales have shown a sharp rise (ONS 2014). It is too early to ascertain 
whether this is part of a longer-term trend. It is also too soon to hypothesise whether 
policy changes described below will have been a factor in this sudden upsurge. 

Whilst Vogt is right to point to the various international treaties that limit the scope 
of national drugs policies, there is perhaps more room for manoeuvre than she suggests 
on the issues of penalties against users and dealers and on the forms of treatment and 
support that are offered. Portugal is a prime example of a country that has chosen a 
different path, with possession becoming a civil offence (Greenwald 2009; Hughes 
and Stevens 2010). The UK however, in the Misuse of Drugs Act (1971), has some of 
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the toughest criminal penalties in the western world (HoC Science and Technology 
Committee 2006) and calls for Portuguese-style decriminalisation were roundly 
rejected in the government drugs strategy of 2010 (HM Government 2010). 

However, over the years differing governments have responded fl exibly to the 
potential harms that drugs may cause users and society. In response to the revelation 
that injecting drug users sharing equipment could contribute to the spread of the 
HIV/AIDS virus, the government of the time pursued a policy of harm reduction, 
setting up needle exchange schemes and promoting substitute-prescribing as an 
alternative to street heroin and an acknowledged way to reduce harm at individual, 
community and societal levels (ACMD 1988; Buchanan 2010; Watson 2013). 
Britain has not gone as far as some of its more innovative European neighbours 
(including Germany) in this regard, rejecting innovations such as drug consumption 
rooms, for example (HoC Science and Technology Committee 2006; HoC Select 
Committee on Home Affairs 2002). However, in spite of this, a policy of harm 
reduction was the consensus view among British policy makers until the election 
of the Conservative-led government in 2010 heralded a change in direction. 

Since the 1980s, social workers, working in predominantly voluntary sector 
agencies, have been pivotal in providing psychosocial support along similar lines 
to those described in Vogt’s case study, providing initial assessment and 
harm-reduction advice, psychosocial support and care co-ordination (Watson 
2014). However, British drugs treatment has still been criticised as lacking a 
holistic focus, being more focused on individual psychological interventions and 
with a still dominant medical profession, instead of focusing on the root structural 
causes of drug use such as poverty and inequality (Buchanan 2004). It has often 
been social workers in voluntary agencies who have been vital in shaping specialist 
drugs work towards a more holistic view of drug issues. This has been in spite of a 
rather limited focus on drug issues in the majority of British social work 
programmes, where direct work with drug issues has perhaps been implicitly seen 
as the remit of the medical profession (Watson 2014). Research by Galvani and 
Forrester questioned British social workers on the amount of drugs-specifi c training 
on their qualifying programmes. The fi ndings were quite alarming, as over a third 
of participants reported having had no training at all and half reported having less 
than half a day’s training (Galvani and Forrester 2011). Overall they found that 
newly qualifi ed social workers reported feeling less able to work with drug users 
than any other client group (Galvani and Forrester 2011). There are courses which 
offer specialist modules in supporting drug users, but these are unfortunately in a 
minority. One can only assume then that those social work specialists working with 
British Walters have acquired their skills and training post-qualifying, or gained 
their knowledge at the large number of drugs support agencies that have offered 
practice placements to social work students over recent decades. 

The last decade did see some big increases in funding for drugs services, 
opening new opportunities for social workers to specialise in this fi eld and 
infl uence the direction of drugs treatment. Most of this funding however was 
focused on interventions for drug users within the criminal justice system who 
were subject to court-sanctioned treatment orders (Buchanan 2010).
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As mentioned earlier, since 2010 the United Kingdom has set on the path of 
potentially very radical changes in the way drug users are supported, at least in 
England, with as yet uncertain results. Devolution has given Scotland and Wales 
a large degree of autonomy over the direction of drugs treatment policy (but not 
in the respect of challenging the criminalisation of certain types of drugs and drug 
users). Drug services have seen the end of ring-fenced funding for drug treatment, 
with responsibility devolved to local public health bodies. These bodies have seen 
large cuts in their overall funding since 2010 and many may be disinclined to 
dedicate resources to services, seeing drug addiction as less deserving than the 
other issues that come under their remit. It appears that there is now uneven 
provision across localities with some areas seeing gaps in provision and funding 
(Roy and Buchanan 2015). 

Other major changes will potentially impact on the range of services available. 
The Conservative government has increasingly focused on abstinence over harm 
reduction in recent years (HM Government 2010; Watson 2013). The emphasis has 
been on pursuing abstinence-based treatment, sometimes at the expense of the 
harm-reduction interventions described above. This is potentially compounded by 
the government’s imposition of ‘payment by results’ (PbR) regimes, whereby 
some funding is withheld until agencies can demonstrate they have met certain 
targets, often in terms of how many clients are drugs free. The danger here, one that 
has already been proven to happen in other areas where PbR has taken place, is that 
agencies will focus their energies on the clients who are most stable as those most 
likely to achieve abstinence, at the expense of those with more chaotic drug use 
who may in fact require more intensive support (Watson 2013; Mohammadi 2014). 

The recent government spending plans point to further cuts in overall spending 
for local public health authorities. Increasingly local agencies and commissioning 
bodies will take different approaches to drugs support. Some may indeed shape 
services in an innovative manner, taking account of local populations and issues 
such as poverty, migration and unemployment. Others however may choose to cut 
services altogether, or focus only on the most stable drug-using clients to maximise 
their potential funding in a time of austerity (Watson 2013; Roy and Buchanan 
2015). British Walters will increasingly fi nd the sort of services and support 
dependent on the local area in which they live, with some receiving holistic social 
work and medical support and others slipping through the net, or receiving minimal 
intervention. Others may fi nd their peers receiving support, whilst they are deemed 
a poor investment in the age of payments by results. The British drugs policy with 
regard to social work and medical support is increasingly fragmented compared to 
that of its European neighbours. The opportunities for getting involved as social 
workers and taking an international, or even a national perspective are becoming 
increasingly rare in a time of austerity, fragmentation of services and localisation. 
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21 Drug use and health related 
problems among former Soviet 
Union drug users in Israel
Considerations for social work 
practice
Comment on the German case 
study from an Israeli perspective

Richard Isralowitz and Alexander Reznik

The use of drugs – such as illicit drugs, alcohol and other addictive substances 
including those medically prescribed – is not a new phenomenon but one that 
takes on meaning and importance in relation to its social context that varies over 
time and location. In the case of Walter, Irmgard Vogt outlines the restriction and 
the possibilities of social workers dealing with drug users. The aims and the 
strategies differ throughout time, and various political decisions and perspectives 
strongly infl uence this fi eld of social work. 

The following chapter sheds light on the infl uence of gender and migration on 
social work with drug users. It will take a closer look at the meaning of country of 
origin and place of current residence for immigrant drug users. 

In the late 1980s when exit policies were liberalised, millions of people left the 
former Soviet Union (FSU) to settle elsewhere (e.g. Israel, Germany and the 
United States). These immigrants, mostly from Russia and the Ukraine, came 
from an environment with extremely high rates of drug use as well as blood-borne 
viruses (HIV/AIDS, hepatitis B virus (HBV), hepatitis C virus (HCV) and 
multidrug-resistant tuberculosis) (Isralowitz et al. 2013). 

A review of professional literature reveals scant information about transnational 
drug use, risk behaviours, police reports and service utilisation (Guarino et al. 
2012; Isralowitz et al. 2013). Conclusions are limited due to the poor precision 
results from study cohorts. Presently, Russian-speaking immigrants make up 13 
per cent of Israel’s population and constitute about 25 per cent of the illicit drug 
users in the country (Isralowitz and Reznik 2013). 

Gender and drug use differences among FSU immigrants
Since 1995, the Regional Alcohol and Drug Abuse Resources (RADAR) Center, 
Ben Gurion University, Israel has been researching drug use among FSU 
immigrants, their background characteristics, attitudes and behaviour. For the 
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most part, the RADAR Center’s sampling efforts have been geared to generating 
‘useable knowledge’ about lifetime drug users for prevention and treatment 
purposes. The primary data collection tools used by the RADAR Center have 
been the Addiction Severity Index (ASI), 5th Edition; the Substance Use Survey 
Institute (SUSI) developed by the RADAR Center; and the Short Acculturation 
Scale (SAS). More than 1,000 FSU immigrant drug users in Israel have been 
interviewed since 1995. 

A comparison of FSU female and male drug users shows that females tend to 
be younger, married or living with a partner. They are less likely to have a criminal 
record resulting in a conviction, incarceration and/or parole and are in more 
danger of being sexually abused. Women report more chronic illness; however, 
their level of HIV/HCV/TB infection is similar to males. Patterns of heroin, 
alcohol and other drug use are similar among females and males; cannabis use is 
higher among males and cocaine use higher among females. Also, females are 
more likely than males to prefer short-term detoxifi cation (only) as a treatment 
intervention. Table 21.1 provides a comparison of FSU immigrant drug users 
based on selected health, alcohol and drug-use patterns.

Generally, there is considerable progress toward understanding of drug-use 
patterns based on gender – men and women use drugs for different reasons. 
Females are more vulnerable to abuse and addiction because they become more 
dependent on drugs faster and suffer the consequences sooner than males. 
Generally, female drug users who have been studied make up about 20 per cent 
of the heroin-addicted population receiving treatment. Female addicts tend to 
sustain their addiction through illegal income-earning activities such as 
prostitution, and/or their partners provide them with drugs or supply the money 
necessary to purchase drugs. Regardless of how women support their addiction, 
they tend to have little interest in going through processes of detoxifi cation and 
treatment. It has been reported that women who abuse drugs have problems 
related to co-dependency and relations with signifi cant others (Isralowitz and 
Reznik 2009; Bryant et al. 1991; Swett et al. 1991; Fiorentine and Anglin 1996; 
Bush and Kraft 2001). 

The drug treatment presented by the United Nations (O’Neil and Lucas 2013) 
refl ects a lack of gender-specifi c services including individual and group counselling 
linked to the needs of immigrants, especially women with health problems, child-
care responsibilities, under- and unemployment, absence of a familial support 
network, and acculturation diffi culties. The world of drug addiction treatment 
tends to be a male domain; consequently, female addicts may feel out of place in a 
treatment facility and reluctant to become involved with the services provided if 
they are not gender-specifi c and attuned to their cultural needs. 

Results of male and female FSU immigrants over time in Israel show that drug 
use appears to affect acculturation. Those who use drugs before immigration tend 
to be less acculturated; information shows a possible link between acculturation 
and the type of treatment preferred by addicts regardless of gender status.

Some experts, including social workers, believe treatment of special populations 
such as immigrant women may be enhanced if their particular needs are considered 
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Table 21.1 Former Soviet Union drug users in Israel: a gender comparison

Gender
Male
(n = 454)1

Female
(n = 87)1

Mean age (SD) 33.8 (9.6)** 31.0 (7.6)**
Married, % (n) 24.6 (106)*** 43.8 (35)***
Jewish, % (n) 70.8 (320)*** 47.1 (40)***
Victim of sexual abuse, % (n)  4.0 (18)*** 63.5 (53)***
Chronic Medical Problems, % (n) 52.6 (40)*** 76.7 (66)***
Hepatitis C, % (n) 67.3 (304) 58.6 (51)
HIV/AIDS, % (n)  4.4 (20)  9.3 (8)
Tuberculosis, % (n)  4.0 (18)  1.2 (1)
Heroin Use, % (n) 91.6 (412) 94.3 (82)
Alcohol Use, % (n) 66.6 (299) 60.9 (53)
Cannabis Use, % (n) 84.4 (379)*** 58.6 (51)***
Sedatives Use, % (n) 39.8 (174) 44.0 (37)
Cocaine Use, % (n) 33.1 (143)** 48.8 (42)**
Amphetamine Use, % (n) 15.5 (68) 15.1 (13)
Hallucinogens Use, % (n) 27.8 (123) 36.0 (31)
Inhalants Use, % (n)  6.6 (29)  6.0 (5)
Other Opiate Use, % (n) 49.8 (217) 48.8 (42)
Poly drugs Use, % (n) 86.3 (380) 85.1 (72)
Drug treatment,2 % (n) *** ***
 Detox only 35.5 (134) 58.1 (43)
 Detox and other 36.1 (136) 24.3 (18)
 Never once 28.4 (107) 17.6 (13)

Notes: **p<.01; ***p<.001 comparison of FSU females and males using t-test for means or chi 
square for percentages 
1  up to 6 subjects in each group missing data on some variables.
2  signifi cant differences in drug treatment by gender (from chi square for 3 × 2 table).

and met in a treatment environment (APA 1995; Kauffman and Woody 1995; 
Walton-Moss and McCaul 2006; Isralowitz and Reznik 2013; Bartholomew et al. 
2005). However, there is not full agreement that separate programmes for female 
drug users based on ethnic and cultural factors are superior to mainstream efforts 
with respect to outcomes (Sullivan and Fleming 1997). Regardless of the treatment 
approach, social workers and other addiction prevention and treatment personnel 
need to be cognisant of ethno-specifi c prevention and treatment needs of 
immigrants through policy, programmes and services provision.
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22 An exploration of issues of 
culture and diversity within 
England’s statutory child 
protection system

Adrian Braithwaite and Sarah Cresswell

Headlines in the UK tell us that asylum seekers are fl ocking to the UK every year. 
However, do the facts bear this out? Not according to the Red Cross: of the 13 
million refugees worldwide, it was estimated that there were only 126,000 in the UK 
in 2014, just 0.19 per cent of the UK population (British Red Cross 2014). When 
considering asylum and immigration issues within the UK it is worth considering 
the historical context of the Commonwealth. Following the Second World War, 
when most former colonies were granted independence, the majority of immigration 
to the UK was from former or remaining colonies. The introduction of the British 
Nationality Act 1948 enabled subjects of the Commonwealth to enter the UK 
without the need for a visa. Later legislation imposed immigration restrictions and 
the Immigration Acts of the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s signifi cantly reduced citizenship 
rights for people from the Commonwealth, particularly the Caribbean, the Indian 
subcontinent and Africa (Hayes 2004: 14). However, Commonwealth subjects can 
still make claims for asylum under the 1951 Convention. 

Migration is a contemporary social work issue which transcends national 
boundaries: there are overlapping issues of diversity, culture, lifestyle and the 
right to family life, as well as socio-economic factors. Transnational knowledge 
and strategies need to be developed to recognise and balance individual and 
cultural rights. This case study considers issues of statutory child protection within 
the context of diversity and cultural issues embedded within the state, where the 
right to family life is balanced against the rights of the child to be protected. This 
case study is an amalgamation of factual cases we worked on whilst practising as 
social workers in England.

The case study considers a Congolese family who obtain refugee status via the 
Resettlement Programme, which is also known as the Gateway Protection 
Programme. This is the United Kingdom’s contribution to the Offi ce of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) global resettlement programme. 
The British government works in partnership with the UNHCR to identify refugees 
considered particularly vulnerable and eligible under the 1951 Convention relating 
to the status of refugees; the Resettlement Programme accepts 1,000 people a year. 
In 2014, the UK received a total of only 31,400 asylum applications; of these only 
41 per cent were granted asylum as an initial decision, refl ecting how diffi cult it is to 
secure asylum within the UK (British Red Cross 2014).
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The case study family consists of the following members: 

• Rose Kombo, mother, 35 years
• Reine Kombo, daughter, 12 years
• Gautier Kombo, son, 6 years
• Alban Kombo, son, 3 months

Prior to arrival in the UK
Rose and her family fl ed to Rwanda from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
due to unrest. They then resided in a refugee camp for several months and were 
subsequently identifi ed by UNHCR fi eld offi cers as being particularly vulnerable. 
Rose was ill and suffered from a heart problem, Reine was at an age where she 
could be sexually exploited and the family had to meet the care needs of Alban. 
The children’s father died in the confl ict and Reine provided care for all the family 
while in the camp. 

Under the Resettlement Programme they were accepted as refugees and, as 
such, are provided indefi nite leave to remain in the UK (Refugee Council 2015). 
Once indefi nite leave to remain has been granted, refugees have similar rights to 
UK citizens. The Resettlement Programme is delivered by a partnership of 
participating local authorities and non-governmental organisations, such as the 
Refugee Council and Refugee Action. Refugees have access to social housing or 
private tenancies through the provision of housing benefi t. Rose and her family 
were housed in a small property in an area of low-demand housing. Refugees can 
also claim social benefi ts to provide an income and they have access to health 
care. Under the Resettlement Programme family status, relationships and 
dependency are assessed (HGM 2010). 

In a refugee camp Rose would have focused primarily on survival and basic 
necessities. Now that Rose has achieved refugee status life is still diffi cult but not 
at a survival level. Rose receives treatment for her heart problem and it emerges 
that she is suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), following 
being raped and witnessing her husband being tortured and murdered as they 
made their way to the camp. Through the Refugee Council, Rose is referred to 
therapeutic services for further support. However, a study (MIND 2009) identifi es 
mental health services to refugees as being largely defi cient and inaccessible to 
asylum seekers, which can cause them to be more marginalised (McColl and 
Johnson 2006). Other studies (McKenzie et al. 2007) found that the asylum 
seeking process is so stressful that it can exacerbate the symptoms of anyone with 
a mental health problem. 

Bhugra and Jones (2001) identify that PTSD can be triggered by ‘cultural 
bereavement’, as asylum seekers will have left a way of life that is familiar to 
them to begin again in a new country with a way of life and customs that are very 
different (Collett 2004: 82). However, there is little in the way of statistics to 
measure the impact of conditions such as PTSD on asylum seekers. The 
interrogative approach of the entry interview by the UK Visas and Immigration 
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Agency would be a nerve-wracking experience, considering the consequences 
should the asylum application be turned down. Asylum seekers will be wary of 
state offi cials due to previous negative experiences. Interviews will also stir 
memories and emotions of unpleasant events and previous statements will be 
cross-examined. Asylum seekers receive little in the way of support and the few 
agencies which can provide support (such as the Haven Project in Hull) are 
stretched to capacity. 

Arrival in the UK
The children attend local schools and slowly begin the process of integration. 
However, the family comes to the attention of the local authority, as 12-year-old 
Reine is frequently late or has unauthorised absences from school. The school 
makes a referral to the Children and Young People’s Services, which is the local 
authority department responsible for assessing and implementing state 
intervention. A multi-agency approach to working with families is a key feature 
of supporting children and meeting care and protection needs. Past investigations, 
including enquiries into the circumstances of child deaths, have consistently 
identifi ed the failure of agencies to share information effectively in the safeguarding 
of children (HMSO 1974; Laming 2003; Department for Education 2008). 
Recommendations from the Laming Report (2003) led to the introduction of the 
Children Act 2004 which placed a duty on agencies to share information and 
promote multi-agency working and shared responsibilities between relevant 
stakeholders in the well-being of children. However, it is understandable that such 
interest by the state would cause Rose and her family concern. Asylum seekers 
will not be familiar with the assessment process. Asylum seekers’ fi rst experience 
of UK offi cials will possibly be the UK Visa and Immigration Agency, so fear and 
suspicion regarding the consequences of assessment would be understandable. 

The principal piece of legislation relating to state intervention in meeting 
children’s needs is the Children Act 1989. This act largely governs, and provides 
a baseline for the duties social workers have in regard to meeting children’s care 
and protection needs (Brayne et al. 2013). The underlying philosophy of the 
Children Act 1989 is that the welfare of the child is the paramount consideration; 
this principle is applied specifi cally to legal proceedings, but also guides social 
workers when working with children and young people. 

A social worker undertakes an assessment using the National Framework for 
the Assessment of Children in Need and their Families (DoH 2000). In most 
authorities, assessment will now include aspects of the Strengthening Families 
Approach which was advocated in Eileen Munro’s review of Child Protection 
(Munro 2011). However, language is a barrier, and some knowledge of the 
Congolese culture is also needed. The use of interpreters can be problematic and 
should be approached with caution. There are issues regarding what exactly is 
being said and also regarding confi dentiality; the family are not likely to want a 
third party to be privy to their situation, which may be in part due to feelings of 
shame. The effective use of an interpreter relies on trust, honesty and transparency. 
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All this impacts on the working relationship and assessment of the family’s need. 
Rose is initially mistrustful by what she perceives as sudden interest by the state 
in her family life; however, she is also supported by a worker from the Refugee 
Council who explains why the social worker is visiting. This support is invaluable 
in helping Rose understand some of the concerns expressed by the social worker 
and the process of assessment. Furthermore, what needs to be considered in the 
assessment is the impact of factors which can affect any family in the UK, such as 
poverty, housing and health, as not all issues are related to asylum and culture. 

In the UK health care and advice are universal services offered by a health 
visitor until the child reaches the age of fi ve. Beyond this, health advice is given 
by the school nurse in the school that the child attends. The health visitor allocated 
to the Kombo family has also expressed concerns about Alban’s care, as Reine is 
undertaking much of this. In the UK this would be contrary to the social mores, 
whereby a child of Reine’s age should be concentrating on her school work, not 
caring for her sibling. The health visitor has also expressed concerns about 
different (hygienic) standards concerning the baby’s nutrition and about the 
children’s safety, as she has observed both children handling large, sharp kitchen 
knives and pans of boiling water while preparing food. 

There follows a discussion about attempting to apply some boundaries for 
Gautier, who is frequently playing out unsupervised, and who has a faint mark on 
the back of his legs, observable by those at school. He says that Rose hit him with 
her open hand when he did not comply with her wishes. Via the interpreter, he 
discloses witnessing the brutal murder of his mother and insists that Rose is an 
‘aunt’ but it is unclear if she is a blood relative or a friend. Rose admits to hitting 
Gautier and explains that this is acceptable in their culture. She struggles to 
understand how this can be damaging, especially given the hardships the family 
endured in the refugee camp. She also dismisses the concerns of the health visitor 
about her parenting of Alban and Reine taking on too much responsibility due to 
Rose’s ill health. However, she agrees to work with the social worker and, via an 
interpreter, some progress is made. It is clear that Rose wants and needs support. 

Cultural confl icts and confl icting norms
Under the Children Act 1989 all children are protected and entitled to services that 
meet their needs. Section 47 of the 1989 Act places a duty on local authorities to 
investigate if there is reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering, or likely 
to suffer, signifi cant harm. Social work intervention is based on a holistic 
assessment of the young person’s situation and diversity and cultural issues would 
form part of this assessment. Assessment is a key feature of UK social work 
intervention (Parker and Bradley 2014). 

Rose’s experience of caring for her children is within Congolese cultural norms, 
and practices around parenting and providing care will be, perhaps, very different 
to what is considered the norm within the UK. These are value-laden issues that 
require social workers to have skills of cultural competence when delivering 
support to families. The overarching framework for professional social work 



174 A. Braithwaite and S. Cresswell

development within the UK is the Professional Capabilities Framework (The 
British Association of Social Workers). One domain within the framework is 
diversity and social workers develop a professional understanding of the multi-
dimensional nature of diversity and how oppression, marginalisation and 
alienation can impact on service user experience, as well as an understanding of 
how family life and social expectations have been shaped by culture. Although it 
is important to develop cultural competency and awareness, every child has the 
right to be protected. Being culturally competent promotes an understanding of 
childcare norms within diverse contexts. Practitioners must be able to challenge 
abusive behaviour without being labelled discriminatory, or conversely, must not 
fail to act for fear of being accused of being discriminatory. The family has 
complex circumstances and making use of an assessment tool such as the 
Culturagram would provide information concerning values in relation to family 
life, education and employment (Congress and Kung 2013; Parker and Bradley 
2014). A Culturagram can also be used to take into account the impact of the 
individual’s culture and would need to take into account such issues as the reasons 
for their seeking asylum, their language, religious beliefs and customs around 
health and child-rearing practices. Kohli (2006) states that some asylum seekers 
may fi nd even completing a genogram a very painful process, given that many 
family members may be dead or missing. Therefore any assessment needs to be 
undertaken very sensitively and Heapy et al. (2007) also allude to this, advocating 
the use of very skilled practitioners to help families recover from the trauma of 
their past, as well as the loss of family and friends. 

In the case of the Kombo family situation, the social worker discusses with her 
manager the possibility of taking the case to an Initial Child Protection Conference, 
which would decide whether the children should be made the subject of a Child 
Protection Plan. However, the social worker recognises the cultural issues, the 
complexity of the case and Rose’s willingness to work with professionals 
(Department of Education 2015). Furthermore, the physical assault was viewed as 
minor, as there was no lasting mark or injury. A decision is made to support the 
family under Section 17 of the Children Act 1989, which places a general duty on 
the local authority to ensure a child’s needs are met. This highlights, within social 
work support and decision making, the complex interplay of skills, knowledge and 
values operating within a legislative framework. The Children Act 2004 requires 
cooperation and a multi-agency approach to support the family including regular 
meetings (every 4–6 weeks), attended by Rose and by members of relevant agencies 
involved in the support of the family, such as the social worker, health visitor, school 
nurse, educational professionals, the Refugee Council support worker, mental health 
services and a nursery nurse. The family situation is assessed and a child-in-need 
plan is put together, which includes parenting advice for Rose, a full assessment of 
her physical and mental health and individual work for Reine and Gautier to consider 
their wishes and feelings. A nursery place is also funded by the local authority for 
Alban, two days a week, with out-of-school clubs for Reine and Gautier. 

Part of the assessment is that the social worker takes into account the wishes 
and feelings of the children (Munro 2011), which shows that the children have an 
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emotionally warm relationship with Rose. This includes Gautier, who is receiving 
support from the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) due to 
acting out some of the atrocities he has witnessed. However, he makes good 
progress and Reine, too, begins to behave more as a child rather than a young 
carer. Rose has also been supported in applying for a Special Guardianship Order 
for Gautier, as it has been impossible to establish whether his parents or other 
relatives are alive and in a position to take care of him. The application is 
supported by the local authority, with a report that confi dently states that Gautier 
has a very good relationship with Rose and her children and wishes to remain in 
their care. 

Conclusion
The Kombo family’s positive outcome is largely due to the fact that they were 
given refugee status and selected from the refugee camps under the Resettlement 
Programme. Asylum seekers who arrive in the UK not on the programme are 
likely to have a much more protracted wait whilst their claims are assessed. 
The regulations for entry into the UK as asylum seekers and refugees are 
complex and subject to constant change. Whilst support does exist, it is set at a 
minimal level and diffi cult to access. Organisations such as the Refugee 
Council and local charities such as the Asylum Seekers & Refugees of Kingston 
upon Hull (ARKH) provide invaluable aid to people already marginalised by 
their circumstances. 

Social workers will be regarded as agents of the state and asylum seekers will 
be acutely aware of this power differential. Also, workers will be active participants 
in a society to which asylum seekers only have limited access, due to constraints 
placed on them by the state. Asylum seekers will likely be suspicious of state 
offi cials and will, perhaps, be reluctant to discuss sensitive or traumatic issues. It 
is entirely probable within the case scenario that Rose is unable to discuss fully 
what has happened, as what has occurred may be perceived as shameful within her 
culture. This concern about shame would also be a barrier to the use of interpreters, 
as Rose may feel unable to discuss the matter with people within her culture. 
Social workers need to work on cultural competence and to develop trust within 
the professional relationship. An ability to advocate for family rights and challenge 
organisational discrimination, recognising the power within the social work role, 
is important. These qualities are already stated within the PCF and are essential 
when working with asylum seekers and refugees. 
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23 Refugee resettlement and 
child protection in France 
Comment on the British case 
study from a French perspective 

Nathalie Durand-Le Zallic 

Since the framework agreement was signed in 2008 by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the Offi ce of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), 
France has been examining, each year, about a hundred refugee resettlement fi les 
(these numbers will increase in 2015/2016, in particular in relation to Syrian refugees). 

The cases of persons under protection of UNHCR and to be resettled in France are 
selected by the French Ministry of the Interior. The reception of refugees to be 
resettled is coordinated by the French Offi ce for Immigration and Integration (OFII). 
This public institution under the authority of the Ministry for Immigration is involved 
in the transfer and initial reception of refugees in France. It collects information on 
the refugees to be resettled through the Ministry of the Interior and the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and transmits them to the reception agencies. 

The refugees arrive in France with an asylum visa or are admitted on 
humanitarian grounds. They are directed towards one of the fi ve home institutions 
offering accommodation or housing. These operators are, however, present only 
in some parts of the country: Belfort, Les Deux Sevres, Haute Loire, the Isle of 
France, the Rhone, the Atlantic Pyrenees. The speed of rehousing and the support 
by the General Councils (elected body of the ‘Département’) remains variable 
from one department to another. 

In the case study presented it is stated that Rose did not have the choice of place 
of residence. In France the recent Law Reform on Asylum (29 July 2015) also 
advocates the establishment of a policy of mandatory accommodation for those 
who obtain refugee status, similar to the UK. 

As part of a humanitarian admission, determination of refugee status depends 
on the French Offi ce for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons 
(OFPRA). In this case, OFPRA is notifi ed of the people concerned immediately 
upon their arrival at the airport. Thus Rose and her children could be directly 
eligible to obtain a residence permit – which is not the case for the majority of 
refugees resettled in France admitted outside special operations and having arrived 
under common law for asylum seekers for whom administrative procedures are 
much more tedious (see Mellon-Mustafa and Schleyer-Lindenmann, Chapter 16). 
The rapid reception and obtaining of a ten-year resident card would have allowed 
Rose and her children in France to benefi t from access to universal health coverage, 
the active solidarity income, family benefi ts, access to employment etc.
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Concerning child protection in France, assistance mechanisms and services to 
the endangered child apply to all minors regardless of their nationality or the 
nationality of their parents. Child protection is governed by the law of 5 March 
2007. Like the Children Act 1989 in England, the 2007 law emphasises the child’s 
interest and places him/her at the heart of the protection mechanisms through 
management that seeks to be adaptive and varied. The administrative protection is 
entrusted to the General (Departmental) Council while the judicial protection of 
minors falls under the State administration (Ministry of Justice). It is implemented 
by the public prosecutor and the juvenile judge. The establishment of administrative 
protection requires the agreement of the family. This is not the case in the context 
of judicial measures when a danger to the child is recognised (Article 375 of the 
Civil Code). 

In this case study, the teaching staff at Reine’s school address a report to the 
Children’s and Young Persons’ Services (the local authority); in France this 
would be the Departmental Houses of Solidarity. This report describes ‘alarming 
information’,1 a term which points to the violation of the child’s rights, and 
would be subject to peer review. Indeed, since the 2007 law in France, this 
information is processed in a specifi c framework: in departmental cells for the 
collection, processing and evaluation of such information. The evaluation is 
conducted by a multidisciplinary team coming from different institutions, with 
expertise in the social, educational, and medical fi elds. Associations and police 
services can also cooperate in this evaluation. However, assessment tools such as 
the ‘looking after children’ (LAC programme) in England have no equivalent in 
France and cultural characteristics are not systematically included in these 
evaluation procedures. 

The ‘Good Practice Guide’, published by the Ministry of Health and Solidarity, 
poses the basic principles and key steps necessary for the situation assessment and 
aims to provide, as stated in its preamble, ‘a national reference framework to the 
professionals responsible for evaluating individual situations involving minors’ 
(Ministère de la Santé et des Solidarités 2007: 1), but without mentioning explicitly 
the interest of the intercultural approach.

Margalit Cohen-Emerique, doctor of psychology, expert in intercultural 
communication and relationships, highlights in her work (Cohen-Emerique 2000, 
2015) that the development of the socio-educational practices concerning child 
protection in France was not accompanied by a specifi c intercultural approach 
evaluation of child abuse. Medical and psychosocial workers, who increasingly 
face challenges, especially in their work with migrants, have the opportunity to 
integrate an intercultural perspective, mainly through the ethno-psychiatric 
approach in order to refi ne their assessments. These intercultural consultations 
can be conducted in the homes of families or in a place selected by them. 

The management of the family situation of Rose would probably be approached 
somewhat differently in France by social workers or socio-medical actors with 
some specifi cities related to different institutional logics, methodologies and 
means of intervention. Regarding child protection several strategies/pathways 
could be considered under two frameworks; 
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1 As part of administrative protection:
 Several monitoring and guidance actions could be implemented under 

condition that Rose accepts them and works with various actors in the interest 
of the children, e.g. 
• Educational activities at the home or place of residence of the family with 

social intervention teams, socio-medical and medical departmental services;
• Reine and Gautier could receive psychological care;
• Intervention by maternal and child health services (team of physicians, 

nurses, psychologists) of the General Council with medical monitoring 
for Gautier and Alban (medical care from 0 to 6 years);

• Social monitoring for Rose with orientation towards medical and 
psychological care. 

2 In the context of judicial protection (Article 375 of the Civil Code):2

In view of the information gathered concerning the minors (dropping out of 
school for Reine, care of the baby by the adolescent girl, bruises observed on 
Gautier who is described as without supervision, the absence of maternal 
bonds with Rose) and concerning Rose (important medical problems, 
traumatic experiences), in France the situation would probably have produced 
a court report to the Prosecutor of the Republic by the General Council’s 
services. In this case, the juvenile judge whose mission is to remedy dangerous 
situations involving minors, may impose judicial investigative measures (e.g. 
medical or psychological expert investigation of the child conducted by 
medical experts from courts).

 And/or put in place educational support measures to provide help and support 
to the family such as: 
• educational measures in the home environment;
• children’s home monitoring by social workers or medico-social workers 

in the framework of a judicial mandate;
• keeping the juvenile judge regularly informed of the development of the 

minor’s situation. 
 This direction would undoubtedly have been proposed for the three children 

in the case study presented. Depending on the evolution of the situation and 
evaluation by the intervening social workers, the juvenile judge could assign 
(or not) Gautier to Rose as a trusted third party.

  Lastly, placement in a foster care home or an institution like an orphanage 
could be considered as a last resort, as the parent–child relationship should be 
maintained as long as possible. 

Be it in the administrative or judicial framework, the systematic intervention of an 
interpreter for all parties implied would have been diffi cult due to lack of material 
means. A referral to ethno-psychiatric consultations and/or an ethno-clinical 
mediation would have been left up to the decision of the social services.

Very recently legislative and regulatory measures, and measures supporting 
practice3 have been designed to further improve the organisation of child 
protection, which still lacks fi nancial resources, manpower and trained staff. In a 
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context where institutional functioning sometimes tends to dominate the fi eld, 
initial and continuous training, research, and the sharing of knowledge and 
experience of professional practices may trigger changes, including promoting the 
refocusing of the intervention on the understanding of the family situation and a 
co-construction with families, whenever possible.

Notes
1  Defi nition of alarming information (Law of 5 March 2007): ‘any information, including 

medical, likely to raise concerns that a child is in danger or risk of danger, could need 
help, and must be transmitted at the departmental cell for evaluation and action’.

2  Article 375 of the Civil Code: ‘If the health, safety or morals of an un-emancipated 
minor are in danger or if the conditions of his education or his physical, emotional, 
intellectual and social development are seriously compromised, educational assistance 
measures may be ordered by Justice at the request of the father and mother jointly, or one 
of them, the person or service to which the child has been trusted, or the guardian, or the 
minor himself or the public prosecutor.’

3  Law Proposal on Child Protection (18 November 2015) and Roadmap for child protection 
(2015–2017) of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health of Women’s Rights, Ministère 
des Affaires Sociales de la Santé et des Droits des Femmes. 
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24 Child protection in a 
multicultural context 
Comment on the British case 
study from an Israeli perspective 

Yochay Nadan 

The body of knowledge concerned with risk, well-being and protection is founded 
primarily on universal developmental theories such as attachment theory (Bowlby 
1988), which were formulated from empirical research and clinical experience 
largely conducted in Western countries (Korbin 1981; Henrich et al. 2010). These 
theories, answering such questions as ‘What is proper parenting?’ and ‘What 
constitutes proper treatment of a child?’ owe their primacy to Western values, 
worldviews and norms. They are also the source from which defi nitions of risk, 
abuse and neglect are derived. 

The cross-cultural literature, however, is fraught with examples of child-rearing 
practices that can be classifi ed in different ways – either as normative, abusive or 
neglectful – by different cultural groups. It is well known that some minority 
groups in multicultural societies might defi ne certain parenting roles and practices 
as normative, even though they run counter to the pervasive majority views in the 
hegemonic culture (Korbin 1991). This gap in perception is evident within welfare 
agencies and child protection services, between professionals who underwent 
Western professional socialisation and the parents from minority groups, as 
demonstrated in the case study of a Congolese family in the UK (see Braithwaite 
and Cresswell, Chapter 22). Such differences are often a source of misunderstanding 
and tension that is ultimately not in the child’s best interests. In many cases, 
solutions proposed by social workers tend to be neither acceptable nor appreciated 
by parents, who typically fail to implement them (Rosenthal and Roer-Strier 2001). 

Culturally competent child protection practice 
‘Cultural competence’ is frequently defi ned as ‘a set of congruent behaviours, 
attitudes, and policies that come together in a system, agency, or among 
professionals and enable the system, agency, or those professionals to work 
effectively in cross-cultural situations’ (Cross et al. 1989: iv; NASW 2001, 2007). 

Applying cultural competence when working in the fi eld of child protection is 
no easy task. When we take as an example the above-mentioned case of the 
Congolese asylum seeker’s family in the UK, many questions arise: should the 
social worker accept corporal punishment because it is described as a normative 
Congolese child-rearing practice? Or should they educate the mother regarding 
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the laws in the UK as well as the long-term and potentially damaging psychological 
consequences of physical abuse? Or should the mother be given advice, for 
example, on the importance of mentally stimulating a child and some techniques 
for doing so? What should be the threshold that would make the social worker 
recommend an out-of-home placement? Which intervention would be considered 
more culturally competent? 

Korbin and Spilsbury (1999) argue that culturally competent child protection 
practices avoid both unmoderated ethnocentrism and unmoderated cultural 
relativism. An unmoderated ethnocentric position imposes a single standard on 
child care practices. It attempts to impose the beliefs and behaviours of one group 
(the hegemonic group) on minority populations. Besides being morally and 
ethically problematic, such an approach was found to be counterproductive for 
effective child protection. In addition, it runs the risk of viewing normative 
cultural practices as abuse or neglect (a false positive). Conversely, an unmoderated 
relativist position suspends all standards and accepts all parental behaviours as 
‘culture’. Therefore, it runs the risk of misidentifi cation of abuse or neglect as 
cultural practice (a false negative). A behaviour that can be identifi ed as part of a 
cultural heritage does not necessarily mean that it is ‘good’ for children. In 
addition, culture cannot be used as an excuse for abuse or neglect. Exclusive 
reliance on either position fails to meet the objective of cultural competence 
(Korbin and Spilsbury 1999). 

With the intention of trying to enhance their cultural competence, professionals 
tend to focus on gaining and applying knowledge about cultures. Such knowledge 
usually concerns a specifi c cultural or ethnic group, most often those with which 
their services work. It includes knowledge of that group’s history, norms, 
traditional cultural characteristics, child-rearing practices and discipline, values, 
gestures, communication styles, behaviours, attitudes, help-seeking patterns and 
the group’s explanatory models of their problems (Nadan 2014). Gaining this 
knowledge is indeed an important element of cultural competence. However, such 
an essentialist knowledge tends to ignore intra-cultural diversity, as well as the 
impact of other crucial contextual factors besides culture (e.g. migration, poverty, 
minority status). It is imperative, especially in the fi eld of child protection, to go 
beyond those essentialist and homogenic cultural descriptions and to be aware of 
the continuum of acceptable and unacceptable parental behaviours within a 
particular culture. Such a perspective can be helpful in differentiating cultural 
practices from maltreatment (Korbin 2003). 

Applying cultural competence to child protection would also mean adopting 
and giving priority to a strengths-based approach (Saleebey 1996) over a defi ciency 
approach. This means that practitioners focus not only on searching for markers 
of deviant behaviours that can be labelled as abuse or neglect, but at the same time 
and equally importantly they focus on specifi c cultural strengths and protective 
factors that can mitigate risk for children (Korbin and Spilsbury 1999). 

Research can be a crucial tool for developing knowledge on acceptable and 
unacceptable parental behaviours within a culture, as well as gaining insight into 
cultural risk and protective factors. For example, with my research group we are 
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currently conducting a research project at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
that examines the Jewish Ultra-Orthodox community’s perceptions of risk and 
protection with regard to children, and the local ways in which the concepts of 
‘risk’, ‘neglect’ and ‘abuse’ are defi ned by people from the community. The study 
aims to develop a culturally informed defi nition of risk and protection as perceived 
by the Ultra-Orthodox community, to serve as a basis for developing a relevant 
assessment tool for professionals working with children and families, as well as 
programmes for prevention and intervention. 

To grasp the complexity of culture, context and maltreatment and to avoid 
essentialising cultures, such research should adopt an intersectionality-driven 
framework (Nadan et al. 2015). Such an approach seeks to understand how 
multiple identities such as gender, race and socioeconomic status simultaneously 
shape human experience at the individual level, through interlocking systems of 
bias and inequality that exist at the macro socio-structural level. Applying insights 
gained from such research into practice can promote culturally competent 
prevention and intervention programmes and encourage practitioners and services 
to operate from a more ethical and anti-oppressive position when working with 
minority groups (Nadan 2014). 

Refl ectivity: zooming out and looking inwards 
The tension between ethnocentrism and relativism when aspiring to work in a more 
culturally competent manner and to protect children in cross-cultural situations can 
be bridged through critical refl ectivity. One aspect of this would be ‘zooming out’ 
– looking beyond ‘culture’ at other, broader contextual elements, especially 
concerning the situation of disadvantaged minority groups in society, who live under 
personal, institutional, legal and structural forces that restrict, oppress, humiliate and 
prevent them from obtaining equal access to resources and opportunities (Sisneros 
et al. 2008). When working with families where children are at risk of abuse or 
neglect, such a broader view can foster deeper understanding of the complexity of 
their situation, as well as empathy rather than judgemental attitudes. 

Another aspect of critical refl ectivity is related to practitioners’ exploration of 
their own identities and (largely privileged) social positions, and the ways in 
which these shape their assumptions, attitudes and images with regard to the 
‘other’ (Kondart 1999; Nylund 2006; Abrams and Gibson 2007; Nadan 2016). 
Such refl ection can facilitate acknowledgement of the ways in which fears, 
ignorance and the ‘-isms’ (racism, sexism, ethnocentrism, heterosexism, ageism, 
classism, etc.) infl uence practitioners’ attitudes, beliefs and feelings in both their 
personal and professional lives (NASW 2001; Latting 1990). Such exploration 
urges a shift in attention from the ‘other’ to the Self and calls for the exploration 
of the power relations and privileges involved in the construction of the ‘other’ 
(Kondart 1999; Jeyasingham 2012). 

Exploring the Self with regard to the ‘other’ is extremely important in the fi eld 
of child protection, because minority children are disproportionately represented 
in child welfare systems, as documented in many countries around the world 
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(Euser et al. 2011; Dettlaff 2014). One contributing element is racial bias and 
discrimination (Roberts 2002; Rivaux et al. 2008), either by individual child 
welfare staff or through institutional racism in welfare services that is evident in 
their policies and practices (Barn 2007). This explanation involves what has been 
referred to as a defi ciency approach (Park 2005), in which minority status is itself 
used as a marker of risk and maltreatment. Examining ourselves and refl ecting on 
our own biases is therefore crucial for trying to enhance our cultural competence 
in child protection. 

Culturally competent work in child protection is therefore the delicate art of 
balancing the particular with the hegemonic, while refl ecting on and taking into 
account the complex contexts of people’s lives, in order to ensure children’s 
safety. Cultural competence is never fully realised, achieved, or completed, but is 
rather a lifelong process of self-refl ectivity and ongoing learning that should be 
integral to our professional lives. 
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25 Jyoti’s case – a study on 
transnational advocacy

Abha Bhaiya

The case
The Delhi gang rape case on 16 December 2012 involved a rape and a fatal assault. 
The incident happened when a 23-year-old girl, a physiotherapy intern, Jyoti 
Singh Pandey, boarded a bus at 8:30 p.m. with a male friend, after watching a 
movie. This was an off-duty private bus, with six men on board – fi ve adults and 
a juvenile. The men beat the friend and each one raped the woman in turn, before 
assaulting her viciously with an iron instrument which damaged all her internal 
organs. By the time the police picked her up and took her to hospital she had bled 
profusely. After being hospitalised for 13 days, she was transferred to a hospital 
in Singapore for emergency treatment, but died from her injuries two days later. 

One of the accused adults died in police custody; it is not clear whether it was 
suicide or murder (after he had been taunted by fellow prisoners). The four 
surviving adult defendants denied the charges. They went on trial in a fast-track 
court and, three days later, were sentenced to death by hanging. In March 2014, 
the Delhi High Court upheld the guilty verdict and the death sentences. The minor 
defendant was tried as a juvenile (not as an adult), and therefore, even though 
convicted for rape and murder, only sentenced to the maximum of three years’ 
imprisonment in a reform institution. 

The brutality and ruthlessness of the crime shook the conscience of the people 
and ignited protests by activist groups, cutting across caste/class divide. The protests 
that followed included an enormous mobilisation of ordinary citizens including the 
unprecedented involvement of women’s groups, activists and large-scale turnout of 
young students. The ensuing protests moved beyond the incident – within days the 
case was in the media; this was most prevalent within India, but a study found 
one-third of articles in the Anglo-American press (Phillips et al. 2015) with more 
than 1,500 articles being published in the US in the two months following the 
incident (Roychowdhury 2013). The questions have to be asked: Why this case 
(Kaur 2013), and why did it become an international cause (Roychowdhury 2013)? 

This then pressurised the Indian government to set up an independent 
commission led by a former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, J.S. Verma. 
Nearly 80,000 people sent in recommendations, including women’s organisations, 
who also met with the committee. In record time a 600-plus page report was tabled 
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to the Parliament with extensive recommendations to address sexual violence 
(Justice J.S. Verma). 

Transnational advocacy networks
Violence against women is a global, and especially in cases of traffi cking, a 
transnational phenomenon. The issue of violence against women has been taken 
up and pursued by what Keck and Sikkink (1999) describe as transnational 
advocacy networks: non-state actors who interact with each other, with states and 
with international organisations. They are bound together by shared values, a 
common discourse, and a dense exchange of information and services. This case 
study looks at these advocacy networks (considering the Indian perspective) – of 
which Social Work Professionals could and should be part. We will look at the 
major areas: research, the legal framework and feminist activism. 

Transnational research

All societies consider some form of non-consensual sex as against social norms 
and punishable. A number of studies have demonstrated that those communities in 
which there are higher levels of sexist beliefs and norms, also have higher rates of 
violence against women (McMahon and Banyard 2012: 6). Still there seem to be 
other factors contributing to this violence, including the use of sexually degrading 
language, high levels of harassment, combined with violent media images or 
pornography. A conceptual framework distinguishes six categories of ‘accepted 
rape’ in non-industrialised societies: marital rape, exchange rape, punitive rape, 
theft rape, ceremonial rape and status rape (Da Silva 2013: 13). Punitive rape might 
target women for not respecting a man’s authority, for rejecting a man, for behaving 
‘like a man’ or as punishment for her husband’s (or brother’s) wrongdoing. 

‘Gang rapes’ occur around the world. Names differ (Da Silva 2013: 10), but 
they all point to disregard towards women: gang-bang (US/Germany), line-up 
(UK), streamlining (South Africa) or tournante (France). In academic terms ‘gang 
rape’ has been defi ned as any sexual assault committed by a ‘group of individuals 
who operate together on the basis of a covenant, a certain shared identity and 
shared norms’ (Bijleveld and Hendriks 2003: 237). 

Many authors make a distinction between assaults committed by two 
perpetrators only, and those with three and more perpetrators – as in the Delhi 
case. Numbers seem to matter (Lambine 2013). Multi-perpetrator rapes account 
– across nations – approximately for one in ten rape cases (Da Silva 2013: 12). A 
national report on violence against women in the US found that 13 per cent of the 
reported rapes were committed by two or more perpetrators, and 8 per cent of 
cases registered more than two perpetrators. Similar fi gures exist for South Africa, 
and when it comes to hospital treatment, 27 per cent of the cases suggest multiple 
perpetrators. This might indicate that injuries infl icted on the victims are more 
severe in these cases (Lambine 2013: 70), and probably suggests signifi cant 
underreporting to the police.
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International research on multiple-perpetrator rape, including as part of 
transnational, often feminist, advocacy networks, can help in understanding what 
happens: studies suggest that key characteristics of rape crimes vary as the number 
of perpetrators increase. Multiple perpetrator rapes are offences mostly perpetrated 
by men in their early twenties, also the younger the offenders the bigger the group 
size. Mackenzie Lambine (2013) suggests that for young offenders, group 
relationships might outweigh the importance of the sexual act itself. ‘Rape gangs’ 
have leaders, but their leadership model might also differ by the size of the group: 
duo rapes often present as an older perpetrator giving orders to a younger one, 
whilst three-plus perpetrator gangs seem to be ‘led’ by example and direct action, 
sometimes with two perpetrators competing, making the situation more complex 
and chaotic, and they take longer and turn out to be much more violent (Lambine 
2013). Research fi ndings (Lambine 2013: 72) suggest that multiple perpetrator 
rapes are mostly committed outdoors, and many involve vehicles at different 
stages, and as in the Delhi rape, perpetrators are many and they increase the 
vulnerability of their victims through the ability to block possible exit routes. 
Lone perpetrators on the other hand commit their crimes indoors by using elements 
of surprise rather than cornering their victim. Victim and perpetrators of multiple 
perpetrator rape are more often strangers. 

Some researchers (Lambine 2013: 74f) try to classify ‘typical’ interactions 
between perpetrators and victims of rape – interactions where ‘choices’ are offered 
to the victim, situations where the perpetrators build up a ‘pseudo-relationship’, 
others where the perpetrator is in complete control of the situation, and interactions 
that are defi ned by their hostility through aggressive and violent behaviour. 
Clearly, in the Delhi rape case, attention is caught by the hostility of the 
interactions, and the control of the situation in a driving, off-duty bus with tinted 
windows. The violence that is used in the situation, the demonstration of sexual 
prowess, and the excitement of deviant behaviour (Lambine 2013: 15) adds to it. 

Human rights activism

The International Federation of the Social Work Profession (IFSW) defi nes social 
work as a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes 
social change and development, social cohesion, as well as empower ment and 
liberation of people based on principles of social justice, human rights, collective 
responsibility and respect for diversities. IFSW and IASSW entrust social workers 
with a responsibility to promote social justice. They published a Global Agenda to 
ensure the dignity and worth of the person (see IFSW, IASSW and ICSW). This 
is why social work is named a ‘human rights profession’. 

One important human rights issue is the abolition of the death penalty (Amnesty 
International). In the Jyoti case many in the streets and in the government called 
for the death penalty, whereas the Indian women’s movement issued a strong 
statement opposing it. They recognised that every human being has a right to life, 
and added: ‘Our rage cannot give way to what are, in no uncertain terms, new 
cycles of violence … A huge set of changes are required in the system to end the 
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widespread and daily culture of rape’ (Menon 2012). Evidence does not suggest 
that the death penalty acts as a deterrent to rape. A review of crimes that warrant 
capital punishment in India had revealed the discriminatory ways in which such 
laws are selectively and arbitrarily applied to disadvantaged communities, as well 
as religious and ethnic minorities (as in the United States and other places). The 
statement also pointed to the problem of the psychological and social trauma that 
women in India would have to face if they had to report against their own relatives 
– as an overwhelming number of women are sexually assaulted by people known 
to them (like everywhere else on the globe). The Indian women’s movement also 
feared that in countries where conviction of sexual assault is notoriously diffi cult, 
the death penalty would make conviction next to impossible.

Women’s rights as human rights

The Concept of Women’s Human Rights, developed during the United Nations 
Decade for Women, (1976–1985) results from women’s voices from many 
geographical, ethnic, religious, cultural, and class backgrounds who have been 
actively engaged in challenging structural discrimination against women and 
transforming their status (Bunch 2000) as well as possibilities of exchange 
facilitated at the United Nations-sponsored women’s conferences in Mexico City 
(1975), Copenhagen (1980), Nairobi (1985), and Beijing (1995). 

When, in 1993, the World Conference on Human Rights took place in Vienna, 
the agenda initially did not mention women or any gender aspects. Then a petition 
to recognise gender violence as a universal phenomenon and a violation of human 
rights gathered half a million signatures from 124 countries; a whole chapter on 
‘the equal status and human rights of women’ was integrated into the fi nal 
document. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action called upon the 
General Assembly to adopt the draft declaration on violence against women and 
urged states to combat violence. Taking up the human rights framework entailed 
examining this framework through a gender lens and describing women’s lives 
through a human rights framework. Eventually, experiences of violence were 
evaluated against formulations enshrined in other conventions such as ‘no one 
shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment’ from the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment (UNHCR 1984).1 

Subsequently, the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women 
was accepted by the General Assembly in 1993. It defi ned violence against women 
as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 
physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women …, whether 
occurring in public or in private life’ (Article 1). It urged states to exercise due 
diligence to prevent, investigate and, in accordance with national legislation, 
punish acts of violence against women, whether those acts are perpetrated by the 
state or by private persons, and recognise the important role of women’s 
movements and non-governmental organisations worldwide (Article 4). In 
addition, it demanded from the United Nations system, to contribute to the 



190 A. Bhaiya

recognition and realisation of rights and principles in the Declaration (Article 5). 
This made fi ghting violence against women a priority of international policies. 

The Verma Report, after Jyoti’s death, explicitly referred to ‘Gender Justice and 
India’s Obligations under International Conventions’, i.e. under the Declaration on 
Elimination of Violence against Women (UN 1993) and the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (Justice J.S. 
Verma: 62). The report saw the failure to frame a domestic law, which was 
considered requisite for dealing with violence against women, as a breach of the 
international Convention. It demanded implementation of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in a 
manner that satisfi es the criteria of impartial administration of justice. 

On 1 April 2014, the Special Rapporteur on violence against women also 
submitted her report on her mission to India following the ‘Jyoti case’ (A/
HRC/26/38/Add.1). She concluded:

The Government of India has recognized the need to address violence against 
women as a human rights violation. It has taken legislative measures in that 
regard, including measures to address rape and sexual violence. However, 
signifi cant gaps remain in the legislative framework as regards the failure to 
recognize all forms of violence against women and to adopt a holistic 
approach that addresses the root and structural causes of violence against 
women … The persistence of harmful practices, pervasive gender stereotypes 
and deeply entrenched patriarchal social and cultural norms is of serious 
concern. Based on the idea of superiority of men over women, those 
manifestations exacerbate women’s position of dependence and subordination 
and signifi cantly obstruct effective implementation of relevant legislative and 
policy measures.

(A/HRC/26/38/Add.1) 

Her recommendations to the government cover law and policy reforms, 
accountability, societal transformation, and statistics and data collection. 

In 2014 the CEDAW Committee issued its concluding observations to India’s 
fourth and fi fth reports. Based on the report of the special rapporteur, the committee 
addressed the issue of violence against women, especially ‘the stark increase in 
violent crimes against women, especially rape and abduction, and the high number 
of cases of rape reported by the National Crime Records Bureau in 2012, indicating 
an increase by 902.1 per cent since 1971, and continuing impunity for such acts’ 
(CEDAW Committee – 58th Session 2014: 16). It urged India (as other states 
before) to defi ne gang rape as constituting an aggravating factor meriting a more 
severe punishment; to establish one-stop crisis centres; to provide systematic 
training on women’s rights to all law enforcement personnel, medical staff and 
judicial offi cials, and to ensure that police offi cers fulfi l their duty to protect 
women and girls against violence; and to put in place an effective system to 
monitor and evaluate the implementation, effectiveness and impact of legislation 
to combat sexual violence (CEDAW Committee – 58th Session 2014). 
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India ratifi ed CEDAW into law in 1993 – after having been amongst the fi rst 
signatories in 1980. One year earlier the CEDAW Committee had issued ‘General 
Recommen dations’ on (the reporting on) violence against women. The 
recommendations were based on the assumption that ‘gender-based violence is a 
form of discrimination that seriously inhibits women’s ability to enjoy rights and 
freedoms on a basis of equality with men’ (CEDAW: 1). State parties were asked 
to take appropriate and effective measures to overcome all forms of gender-based 
violence, whether by public or private act, and report on them. The proposed 
measures included laws against rape; statistics and research; ensuring media 
reporting of women; identifying and addressing the nature and extent of patriarchal 
attitudes, customs and practices that perpetuate violence against women; and 
establishing support services for victims. 

CEDAW was also instrumental in one of India’s landmark cases: Vishaka vs 
State of Rajasthan, where Chief Justice Verma issued guidelines and norms: 
‘TAKING NOTE of the fact that the present civil and penal laws in India do not 
adequately provide for specifi c protection of women from sexual harassment at 
work place and that enactment of such legislation will take considerable time’ 
(Justice J.S. Verma 1997). The Protection of Women against Sexual Harassment 
Bill followed in September 2012 (PRS Blog 2013). 

Gull and Shafi  (2014: 53) found that activists were always sceptical regarding 
any transformative capacity of law, but also aware that there may not be viable 
alternatives. The women’s movement in India was and is involved in campaigns 
and agitations, actively involved in running shelters for women who are victims 
of violence, providing counselling, legal aid and medical support. Activists 
formed alternative justice systems, and projects to make women economically 
self-reliant, and they conducted training workshops on various issues. Some of 
these activities are deeply embedded transnational advocacy networks (Keck and 
Sikkink 1999), for example, women’s tribunals and public hearings, campaigns to 
end violence, and the creation of regional networks for peace and security. 

The fi rst International Tribunal on Crimes against Women took place in March 
1976 in Brussels. Many more followed, each addressing issues of violence against 
women. Some of the more signifi cant events include the Women’s International 
War Crimes Tribunal on Japan’s Military Sexual Slavery held from 2000 to 2002 
in The Hague (Sakamoto 2001). One of the early women’s courts was the Asian 
Court of Women on Crimes against Women and the Violence of Development 
(Albert 1996). National Tribunals on Violence against Dalit Women in India were 
conducted in 1994, and again in October 2013 (NCDHR). Nepal saw tribunals on 
traffi cking and tourism (1994) and heard from survivors of sexual violence in 
armed confl ict in 2014 (APWLD 2014; Human Rights Watch 1995). One should 
not forget the International Criminal Tribunals for Rwanda or Yugoslavia that 
have been monumental in exposing the extent and form of sexual violence against 
women in these wars. All the tribunals covered areas including economic, political, 
and cultural violence against women. Hearings and interventions also take place 
on local levels: e.g. the Women’s Courts (Nari Adalats) managed by barefoot 
village-level legal activists (International Center for Research on Women 2002). 
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India’s women’s movements also take part in international campaigns to end 
violence: on 25 November (International Day for the Elimination of Violence 
against Women) the campaign for ‘16 days of activism against gender-based 
violence’ starts to raise awareness building up to International Human Rights 
Day, 10 December. Similarly, as a response to the UN data stating that one billion 
girls and women are subjected to violence globally, a large-scale campaign was 
launched in 2013. The call of the campaign is simple – One Billion Rising (people 
and not only women) must rise to stop violence against women. The campaign 
chose Valentine’s Day as the symbolic day to launch the campaign every year. 
Today nearly 172 countries are actively participating and the circle is ever 
enlarging (One Billion Rising 2016). 

Similarly, a Women’s Regional Network was formed in 2011 in Nepal, with the 
objective of documenting women’s voices from the confl ict zones of Afghanistan, 
India and Pakistan – a sub-region, torn by confl icts and counter-confl ict where the 
voices of women are missing in the local and regional peace processes. Based on 
six key risk areas – sexual violence, non-sexual violence, cultural or religious 
factors; discrimination and lack of access to resources and traffi cking – gender 
experts ranked Afghanistan, Pakistan and India – together with Congo and 
Somalia – as the worst places in the world to be a woman (Women’s Regional 
Network 2013: 5). The ultimate goal of the network therefore is to work towards 
sustainable peace in this sub-region of South Asia, especially for women. 

Conclusion
Transnational solidarity alliances and networks are a legacy of global women’s 
movements acting through a transformative political agenda to make states 
accountable, amplify women’s voices and concerns in national and international 
fora, thus providing a critical perspective and innumerable strategic actions. The 
mounting pressure created by such alliances has led to the formation of international 
instruments such as CEDAW, the establishment of a UN commission on violence 
against women, national-level women’s commissions, and the inclusion of human 
rights and multiple identity frameworks to inform the policies and actions of 
various states.

Note
1  This resulted in an evolving jurisprudence of the crime of rape in international criminal 

law (Weiner 1993).
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A representative study found that 13 per cent of German women above the age of 
sixteen have experienced a criminal form of sexual violence. In only 14 per cent 
of the cases were the perpetrators unknown to the women (Müller and Schröttle 
2004: 65, 78). German criminal law imposes a sentence of ten years up to life for 
a convicted rape resulting in death. 

The following article covers transnational aspects in German social work 
regarding violence against women, and key layers of European advocacy. 

German social work addressing violence against women
Since the 1970s the women’s movement in Germany has brought the issue of 
violence against women into public debate. For its current population of around 
82 million people, about 350 women’s shelters now exist, and around 17,000 
women and a similar number of children fi nd support in these shelters each year. 
There are about 750 rape crisis/counselling centres with different specialisms 
such as intimate partner violence, sexual violence, sexual abuse, forced marriage, 
female genital mutilation, traffi cking, and stalking (BMFSFJ: 13). As well as 
providing shelter and counselling, preventative interventions including school 
outreach, training of professionals and campaigning are an integral part of the 
work of German support services for women. 

Transnational perspectives – legal implications, racism and 
cultural competencies
A transnational aspect might enter social work practice when a woman, who was 
born and/or raised in another country, accesses a German shelter or rape crisis 
centre. The woman, particularly if she has no permanent residency and therefore 
lacks insurance/health coverage, might not be able to have all her needs met (e.g. 
seeing a specialised gynaecologist, having translation support). Other issues such 
as immigration status intrude and the social worker’s time is likely to be taken up 
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more with talking to the lawyer, writing reports and dealing with bureaucracy, 
than focusing on personal support and counselling. This changes the focus from 
personal support and counselling to handling bureaucratic procedures that might 
allow her to leave her violent partner or an abusive environment. 

Racism and everyday discrimination might be another transnational aspect of 
social work in the fi eld of gender-based violence. Experiences of sexual violence 
are often strongly connected to experiences in the context of racist stereotypes and 
discrimination (Crenshaw 1996; Dovidio et al. 2010). 

Finally, gender-based violence is always – as any other social situation – 
experienced in culturally specifi c ways. Social work, in its aspiration to be a 
diversity-embracing profession, encourages an awareness of the interplay that 
ethnicity, culture and religion might have within its different settings.1 Gender-
based violence is experienced and articulated in culturally specifi c ways and 
experiences of sexual violence have been shown to be strongly connected to 
experiences of racist discrimination (Crenshaw 1996; Dovidio et al. 2010). If a 
social work professional wants to establish equal communication, which is crucial 
for survivors of sexual violence (Herman 1997), she cannot ignore the woman’s 
personal biography and the norms and values she is subject to or has grown up 
with. In turn, becoming aware of one’s own cultural assumptions can help in the 
appropriate appreciation of each woman’s individual story, and be supportive of 
the framework of human rights and social justice (Rosenstreich 2007; Ife 2012; 
Oberlies 2015). However, among German women’s shelters and rape and 
counselling centres, there are only a few2 which explicitly address multiple 
discriminations when counselling women victims of violence. 

Transnational perspectives – advocating across borders
Since the late 1990s national networks on violence against women have been 
established in Germany, and shelters and counselling centres have coalesced into 
four umbrella organisations.3 Campaigns aiming for changes within German laws 
on sexual offences or on practical aspects in terms of court procedures or health 
care are often initiated and organised at this overarching level, and carried out by 
local and regional institutions. These umbrella organisations are active parts of 
transnational networks, especially at the European level.

Germany ratifi ed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) in 1985. German umbrella organisations contribute to 
alternative reports to the CEDAW committee which provide a basis for the 
committee’s recommendations to the German government. In 2009, for example, 
the committee raised concerns about the lack of sustained funding for women’s 
shelters, and pointed out the need for improving the German Protection against 
Violence Act. It also highlighted parts of German migration law with particularly 
negative impacts on migrant women experiencing violence from their husbands 
(CEDAW 2009). Obviously, these kinds of recommendation provide an important 
background for lobbying for women’s rights at a national level – sometimes in sync 
with international partners in Europe and elsewhere advocating similarly.
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The European Union, and the European Parliament in particular, has adopted 
various legal measures and guidelines to combat violence against women in recent 
years (EUR-Lex 2008; European Parliament 2010). The European Commission 
passed a directive on minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of 
victims of crime in 2012. Through this directive, each European state is required 
to provide specialist support services for victims of gender-based violence 
including trauma support and counselling, accessible and understandable 
information and support for family members of victims (European Commission). 
It implies more concrete rights for victims and clearer obligations for member 
states than previous legal frameworks. 

In 1997, the European Commission started a broad funding programme 
‘DAPHNE’ to support victims of violence and to combat violence against women, 
children and young people. This is now in its fourth phase, from 2014 to 2020. 
DAPHNE entails support for a huge number of projects related to social work, 
research and advocacy: the European NGO ‘Women Against Violence Europe’ 
(WAVE) under which many German shelters, rape and counselling centres are 
organised, was initially funded under the EU-DAPHNE programme. WAVE 
specifi cally aims to promote European measures for combating violence against 
women. In this regard, an observatory evaluates the impacts of developments in 
member states. Among others, WAVE is working on issues such as European 
standards of support services and development of training materials. It initiates, 
and is part of international campaigns, and successfully brought a case to the 
European Court of Human Rights in 2012 (WAVE). 

In 2005, the Council of Europe, a European institution advocating human 
rights through international conventions and recommendations for its 47 member 
states, adopted an Action Plan to Combat Violence against Women and 
established a task force consisting of international experts. One outcome of this 
task force was a study on minimum standards for support services that has 
become an important reference advocating adequate funding at national and local 
levels (Kelly 2008). In 2011, the Council of Europe adopted the Convention of 
the European Council on preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic violence (‘the Istanbul Convention’). This came into force in August 
2014. It outlines each state’s obligation to implement all necessary measures in 
order to prevent and combat violence against women (Art. 7, sec. 1) (Council of 
Europe 2011). It is a crucial document for negotiating improved policy and 
funding for social services on a national basis. The Istanbul Convention was the 
result of a long process of advocacy, in which NGOs, the European Union and 
UN agencies were involved. As a direct impact of this Convention, Germany 
established a nationwide helpline for women (Bundesministerium für Familie 
und zivilgesellschaftliche Aufgaben). It is also a crucial document for national 
umbrella organisations when negotiating for suffi cient funding for social services 
on a national legal basis. 

As has been pointed out by Abha Bhaiya and argued in the minimum standards 
of support services mentioned above, a suffi cient transnational strategy in 
prevention and combating violence against women needs to incorporate not only 
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helplines, safe shelters, support and advocacy services which are accessible for all 
women but also training for professionals, work with perpetrators and prevention 
programmes that address gender relations as well. 

By concentrating solely on the individual survival of abused women and 
children, whether through our own projects or campaigning for changes in 
law and professional practice, we run the danger of losing sight of our ultimate 
aim: ending sexual violence.

(Kelly 1988: 238)

Notes
1  The National Association of Social Workers standards on cultural competence NASW (2001).
2  For example: kargah, IKB, Frauenberatung TARA, LesMigraS.
3  bff, FHK, KOK, ZIF.
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27 Transnational advocacy 
networks
The examples of APWLD 
and NCWO
Comment on the Indian case study 
from a Malayan perspective

Rashila Ramli

Jyoti’s case in India is an extreme example of gender violence. However, the way 
it became a cause of many different groups and coalitions, some of which are based 
outside of India, is not so unusual: transnational advocacy relating to domestic 
violence has been happening and continues to take place at multiple levels and in 
varying spaces. At the international level, the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the United Nations Security 
Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) on women, peace and security, are two 
pivotal international instruments dealing with violence against women and are 
used at the international level. Article 1 of the Declaration on the Elimination of 
Violence against Women (DEVAW) accepted by the General Assembly in 1993 
defi nes violence against women as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to 
women, whether occurring in public or in private life’ (Article 1). 

The UN also recognises the prevalence of intimate partner violence (both 
physical and sexual) as well as the prevalence of other forms of violence against 
women and girls, such as female genital mutilation/cutting and child marriage. It 
is accepted that ‘gendered divisions of violence are the hierarchical dichotomies 
of self–other, us–them, aggressive–passive, soldier–victim, and protector–
protected that divide the world into masculinised offenders and defenders and 
feminized populations over which they fi ght and seek to conquer or defend’ 
(Peterson and Runyan 2010: 143f). 

CEDAW, UNSCR 1325 and DEVAW are explicit instruments for UN 
governments and civil society organisations to use in their advocacy work. How 
civil society organisations advocate transnationally including to the UN bodies 
themselves, is the focus of this chapter. As a commentary on transnational 
advocacy, I focus on the role of civil society at the regional and national levels, i.e. 
the Asia Pacifi c Forum for Women, Law and Development (APWLD) based in 
Chiang Mai and the National Council of Women’s Organisations (NCWO 2013) 
in Malaysia. Both organisations work at the regional and national level respectively 
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to promote gender justice, especially in the eradication of violence against women 
including people being in an irregular situation1 (UN Women 2011). 

Regional advocacy: knowing APWLD
The Asia Pacifi c Forum for Women, Law and Development (APWLD) is a 
grassroots-based organisation formed in 1987 when lawyers, activists and scholars 
gathered in Manila for a conference focusing on the role of law. The organisation 
has members from 25 countries. The grassroots members operate within organising 
committees answerable to the regional council. The regional council is the elected 
body, representing six sub-regions in Asia Pacifi c, providing directions for the 
programme and management committee members who work with the Secretariat 
of APWLD. The 28-year-old organisation has developed extensive networks in its 
member countries with the main aim of enabling legislations to ensure the 
protection and empowerment of women. 

In 2008, there were four major programmes organised by APWLD (APWLD 
2016): Beyond Marginalization, Women in Power, Feminist Legal Theory, and 
Grounding the Global. By 2015, there were two additional programmes – Feminist 
Development Justice and Climate Change. One of the common threads that binds 
the programmes together is the desire to eradicate all forms of violence against 
women. APWLD members see violence against women as a cross-cutting issue 
that must be addressed by all programmes. 

Through the years, many cases of violence against women have been 
documented by APWLD occurring in rural areas, the workplace, public spaces as 
well as within the home. Thus, each programme developed approaches to confront 
violence against women in a targeted manner. For example, the Feminist Legal 
Theory programme explicitly highlights laws, regulations, and support systems 
relating to women and violence. Comparative analyses were undertaken to 
compare and contrast actions taken by state enforcement agencies, as well as 
support given by NGOs to victims of violence. 

APWLD believes in the concept of Women’s Human Rights developed during 
the UN decade for Women (1975–1985). This is the second common thread 
running across all APWLD programmes. In at least three cases when women 
human rights defenders were arrested by their governments’ law enforcement 
agencies, APWLD would send out Urgent Appeals to state its position and to 
galvanise support for their release (APWLD). In these cases (see Table 27.1), 
violence was committed by the states.

APWLD works closely with UN Women and International Women’s Rights 
Action Watch-Asia Pacifi c (IWRAW-AP) to monitor the progress made by states 
in implementing CEDAW. APWLD has pressured governments to be accountable 
for their actions. Different countries address violence against women in different 
ways – in Malaysia, the government has instituted the following measures: 
collection of statistics; reform of the laws regarding rape (1989); establishment of 
a Domestic Violence Act (1994); launching of a Code of Practice on the 
Elimination of Sexual Harassment in the Workplace (1999); launching a Code of 
Practice on the Elimination of Sexual Harassment in the public sector (2005).
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Table 27.1 Cases of violence fought by APWLD

Name of WHRD, country, 
violence against women issue in 
brief

Date of 
statement

Expected outcome/ 
outcome

Case 1 Imrana Jalal, Fiji,
Prominent lawyer criticising the 
Fijian military regime

30/10/2010 Court dropped all charges

Case 2 Women Human Rights Defender 
Statement (adopted by UN)

26/9/2013 Creation of awareness

Case 3 Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK), 
Bangladesh, attempted abduction 
of Nur Khan, Director of ASK

16/5/2014 Getting the attention of 
law enforcement on the 
matter

Case 4 Mary Jane Veloso, a Filipino 
woman accused of drug 
traffi cking in Indonesia

27/6/ 2015 The death penalty is 
practised in Indonesia.
Her execution was stopped

Case 5 Teesta Setalvad and Javed Anand, 
India. Harassment due to their 
work supporting victims of 
violence, predominantly women

5/8/2015 Decreased harassment

Source: APWLD (2016)

National advocacy: knowing NCWO
The National Council of Women’s Organisations (NCWO) is one of the leading 
civil society organisations advocating for the eradication of Violence against 
Women in Malaysia (NCWO 2013). The efforts made by NCWO coincide with 
NCWO’s participation as member of the national delegation to the UN Conference 
on Women in Nairobi, Kenya in 1985. As a follow-up to the conference, NCWO 
presented a memorandum to the government, where substantive recommendations 
for legal reform on major legislation were made resulting in the following actions 
by the government (see Table 27.2). 

NCWO partnered with other civil society organisations such as the Joint Action 
for Group for Gender Equality (JAG) and Women’s Aid Organisation to lobby the 
Malaysian government in passing the Domestic Violence Act. Both organisations 
realised that there is strength in partnership. By combining multiple strategies 
based on each organisation’s strength, NCWO and JAG were able to get the 
Domestic Violence Act 1994 passed by Parliament. 

When NCWO was established in 1963, transnational advocacy was in its 
infancy. Almost 25 years later, when APWLD was formed in 1987, transnational 
advocacy gained a foothold in regional women’s movements which can then be 
linked to national organisations. Current issues involving violence against women, 
such as human traffi cking, climate change, armed confl icts and drug mules, are 
addressed through joint efforts of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). Many of 
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Table 27.2 Milestones in claiming rights

Year Action

1986 The Royal Malaysian Police set up a special unit of women police offi cers to 
investigate cases of rape 

A rape investigation kit is produced by the Ministry of Health

1987 A memorandum on the draft Domestic Violence Bill is presented to the 
government culminating in Parliament passing the Domestic Violence Act in 1994

1994 The Domestic Violence Act is adopted

1994 A One-Stop Rape Crisis Centre is set up in Kuala Lumpur Hospital. This is 
further extended to other public hospitals to also cover women victims of 
domestic violence, and rape of men (sodomy cases).

The NCWO-YWCA Shelter is established in Klang

The Penal Code is amended to include mandatory fi ve-year jail sentences

1996 The Domestic Violence Act 1994 comes into force

1999 The Sexual Harassment Law is adopted

2006 NCWO launches the Coalition of Citizens Against Crime (CCAC)

2011 NCWO, in collaboration with the LPPKN’s SEKTA programme to promote 
safety of the family, conducted 40 workshops nationwide for parents, youth, 
kindergarten teachers, child care providers and NCWO affi liates

Source: NCWO (2013)

these co-organise programmes such as capacity building workshops, rallies, fl ash 
mobs and forums to publicise their stance on violence against women. An example 
is the One Billion Rising Campaign which started in 2013. The 2016 campaign 
with the theme ‘Rise for Revolution! Listen! Act! Rise!’ was launched on 20 
October 2015 (One Billion Rising 2016). 

Conclusion
This commentary offers complementary material on ideas of combating violence 
against women at the regional and national levels. Based on examples given at the 
regional and national levels, one can emulate actions taken in one’s own 
environment. Moreover, with increasing recognition given to rules and regulations 
pertaining to violence against women, it will be interesting to see the convergence 
of CSOs to achieve a common goal. For Malaysia, the cooperation between 
NCWO and JAG is a good example: the Domestic Violence Act of 1994 provides 
the foundation for law enforcement agencies and the Ministry of Women, Family 
and Community Development of Malaysia to curb violence against women. At 
the regional level, APWLD monitors compliance with CEDAW. APWLD views 
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violence against women as a cross-cutting issue existing in all of its programmes. 
However, despite laws in many countries, violence against women and girls still 
persists. One then has to study the cultural, socioeconomic aspects of a community 
to determine the possible causes and most appropriate solutions to the problem. 

Note
1  Person in an ‘irregular situation’: ‘A person who, owing to unauthorized entry, breach of a 

condition of entry, or the expiry of his or her visa, lacks legal status in a transit or host 
country. The defi nition covers inter alia those persons who have entered a transit or host 
country lawfully but have stayed for a longer period than authorized or subsequently taken 
up unauthorized employment (also called clandestine/undocumented migrant or migrant in 
an irregular situation). The term “irregular” is preferable to “illegal” because the latter 
carries a criminal connotation and is seen as denying migrants’ humanity’ (IOM 2011). 
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28 Elderly people in a war zone 
in Israel
The impact of community 
resources on psychological 
well-being and life review 
intervention in a resilience centre

Irit Regev

In the spring of 2001, missiles were fi red toward the southern part of Israel, and 
the barrage was ongoing, subordinating everyday routine to the physical, 
psychological, and social realities of life in a war zone, and threatening personal 
well-being. The stress affects one’s sense of physical and emotional security and 
causes diffi culties in adjustment. Elderly people, who have relatively few 
economic and social resources, are especially vulnerable (Carballo et al. 2004).

Although this study was conducted in Israel, the plight of elderly people who live 
in war zones worldwide is similar, and aside from their age-related developmental 
losses they live under extreme stress brought about by the belligerence around them.

The cases presented in this chapter highlight the importance of an environment 
(in this case: community resilience centres) that is able to provide resources to 
people in situations of tension and threat. The role played by social workers in 
these centres is crucial to the well-being of the elderly population experiencing a 
situation of threat and stress that accompany war.

In response to this reality, resilience centres have been established in Israeli 
regions bordering Gaza, creating an innovative psychological model for providing 
clinical treatment and counselling. 

Elderly people in Israel: demographic trends and 
background characteristics
Elderly people (age 65 and over) constitute 10 per cent of Israel’s Jewish population 
and 8 per cent of its Arab population (Muslims, Christian Arabs, and Druze) 
(Brodsky et al. 2013). Life expectancy in Israel is relatively high – in 2012 it was 
82.8 years for women and 78.5 years for men. According to Central Bureau of 
Statistics (CBS) projections, in 2020 elderly people will constitute 12 per cent of the 
population, reaching 14 per cent by 2030 (Brodsky et al. 2013; MASHAV 2011). 

On the whole, elderly people in Israel are less educated and poorer than the 
general population (Brodsky et al. 2013). Furthermore, most of the elderly people 
in Israel are immigrants – about 8 per cent of all those who have immigrated to 
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Israel since 1948 are aged 65 and older upon arrival. The majority of the elderly 
population, even those 85 and older, continue to live in their own homes. This fact 
weighs heavily on the formal community service system, and even more so on 
informal support systems, which comprise the mainstay of assistance for the aged, 
especially when they are ill and dependent (Clarfi eld et al. 2006). 

Social services for the elderly in Israel are divided into community services, 
provided in the home of the elderly person or in day-care facilities, and institutional 
long-term care services, provided in residential facilities for the elderly. Since the 
1980s, a system of services designed to preserve the quality of life for the elderly 
has been added to long-term care services (Brodsky et al. 2013).

Elderly people in a war zone in Israel – stress and coping
Comparative studies conducted among different age groups have revealed confl icting 
fi ndings regarding the responses of the elderly population to traumatic situations 
(Carballo et al. 2004; Knight et al. 2000; Norris et al. 2000). Some researchers 
(Carballo et al. 2004) have indicated that elderly people, who have relatively few 
fi nancial and social resources, are more vulnerable. As such, they may have 
diffi culties coping with a continuous stress situation, which may be a serious risk for 
developing symptoms of mental illness such as post-traumatic reactions and 
depression. Other researchers have argued that elderly people are more resilient to 
symptoms of illness following traumatic events and that they are less afraid, 
desperate, or worried than younger people (Knight et al. 2000; Norris et al. 2000). 

Since 2001, Israel’s western border with the Palestinian Authority has been the 
target of more than 10,000 missile and mortar attacks. This situation calls for 
dealing not only with the physical and emotional damage in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack, but also with the long-term stress caused by the ongoing 
threat (Braun-Lewensohn et al. 2009; Nuttman-Shwartz 2015).

Seeking a response to this reality, fi ve Resilience Centres have been established in 
the localities along the border with Gaza, serving some 60,000 people. Four are in 
regional authorities and the fi fth in the town of Sderot. The programmes in these 
centres were designed to increase the social resilience of the local population, and 
enhance their ability to cope with the ongoing security threat. The centres, which were 
established in collaboration with government ministries, local authorities, and third 
sector organisations (the Israel Trauma Coalition), are an innovative psychological 
model for providing clinical treatment and counselling to residents of the war zone in 
all age groups at the individual, community, and municipal levels. Since 2007, 
approximately 15,000 individuals (one-quarter of the population) have turned to the 
centres where they received treatment or participated in coping seminars (ITC).

Gerontological social work and social work with trauma victims
The main goal of gerontological social workers is to enhance the psychological 
well-being of adults who are experiencing aging-related changes such as 
deteriorating health, decreased mobility, or increased need for social support and 
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service delivery systems. These social workers provide psychosocial treatments, 
while also serving as educators. 

Social workers in war zones deal with situations in which stress (such as caused 
by missile attacks) is a threat to the psychological well-being and the sense of 
physical and emotional security of the population. Social work interventions are 
based on several psychological methods: behavioural and cognitive methods, 
trauma and stress management, and narrative therapy (Breckenridge and James 
2010; Nuttman-Shwartz 2015). 

One unique and effi cient method of promoting well-being among elderly 
persons is narrative therapy, specifi cally life review. Life review entails 
remembering one’s life events, and relating them as a narrative that has its own 
signifi cance. During the process, memories of the past, present feelings, and 
perception of the future combine to create harmony among the various parts of the 
life stories. Coming closer to the end of one’s life can increase the need for life 
review, as can life-threatening events, in this case, ongoing exposure to missile 
attacks (Butler 1963; Whitbourne and Whitbourne 2011). 

Life review as a gerontological intervention
Erikson (1963, 1978, 1982) highlighted the importance of looking back at earlier 
life stages in old age, in an attempt to integrate the past into the present and future 
and gain a meaningful conception of life as a whole. Guided life review activities 
help people come to terms with unresolved confl icts from the past in their present 
life when they face vulnerability, dependency, and death (Blando 2011; Butler 
1963; Kenyon et al. 2011). 

Social workers who work with life review must be trained in the principles and 
techniques of the method, and be able to use it appropriately for each age group, 
in our case, the elderly person (Butler 1963; Greene 2008; Steunenberg and 
Bohlmeijer 2011). Using this method, the practitioner views the memories that 
elderly persons share during the structured intervention – whether in an individual 
setting or in a group session – as a refl ection of the self which serves interpersonal 
and intrapersonal functions that help the narrators connect with themselves and 
with others, especially with the social worker. In this process, they develop 
awareness of the journey they have undergone, and gain insights into their own 
strengths as well as their weaknesses (Haight and Haight 2007). 

During the structured sessions, the social worker uses the stories of the older 
persons to help them form a positive self-identity and facilitate the acquisition of 
better coping skills that will empower them in their current life struggle and 
improve their mood disturbance (Steunenberg and Bohlmeijer 2011; Zanjani et al. 
2015). Structured interventions with older adults can be based on several methods, 
including looking at family albums, sculpting, drawing, reading letters from the 
past, and writing the older person’s life story (Haight et al. 1998). 

Janoff-Bulman (1992) worked with victims of trauma, and suggested three 
dimensions that should be covered in the process of life review intervention 
(Tromp 2011): 
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• Meaningful order of the world: elderly clients have to tell their story in a way 
that makes sense to them as a whole, and enables them to see the world they 
live in as just and understandable. 

• Benevolence in the world: the assumption that there are positive intentions in 
the social context.

• Self-worth: elderly clients have to tell their story in a way that highlights the 
positive value of their actions and sense of self. 

The person in environment model: two types of communities in 
one war zone
As personal and social resources enable people to cope with the aftermath of 
traumatic events (Ben-Sira 1991; Lazarus and Folkman 1984), the impact of 
exposure to war may depend on the wider social context in which it occurs. The 
social context of this exposure can be defi ned by the capacity of individuals 
and communities to navigate their way to resources that sustain well-being 
(Ungar 2008). 

Research fi ndings have revealed that communities with high levels of social 
cohesion, organised social networks, and strong social institutions demonstrate 
remarkable resilience when exposed to traumatic conditions (Ungar 2008; Wicke 
and Silver 2009). Kawachi and Berkman (2001) have highlighted the importance 
of the availability of social connections as a buffer against the impact of disasters. 
Accordingly, it has been claimed that residents of poor communities and residents 
of communities with limited economic resources (Cutter et al. 2006) are more 
vulnerable to stressful conditions. 

The population discussed here lives in rural and urban communities. The urban 
community is the town of Sderot, and the rural communities, for the most part, are 
kibbutzim (communal settlements), which emphasise socioeconomic equality and 
cooperation, and have relatively abundant social and economic resources (Dekel 
and Nuttman-Shwartz 2009). 

Following are two cases of working with elderly women living under constant 
threat to their personal safety. At fi rst glance, these cases seem very specifi c to the 
Israeli situation of a civilian population being under missile bombardment, a 
situation which is not replicated worldwide. However, the personality traits and 
life histories revealed in the two cases described here are generalisable to other 
situations involving elderly people. 

Case 1: Monika

Monika, 79 years old, was born in Argentina, emigrated as a young woman to 
Israel, and settled in a kibbutz. She was referred to the social worker at the 
resilience centre because the welfare staff members at the kibbutz were concerned 
that her emotional condition had deteriorated. She had sleeping problems, and she 
described anxiety and fears concerning missile attacks. She cared for her husband, 
who had Parkinson’s disease and was disabled. Monika felt responsible for her 
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husband, and the sound of the alarms as well as the short notice between the 
alarms and the missile explosions aroused distress and anxiety. 

In the fi rst meeting, the social worker asked Monika to tell her about her life. She 
said that she did not go out of the house much because of her husband’s illness, and 
because she was afraid of the constant shooting. At the next meeting, Monika told 
how she met her husband in a youth group in Buenos Aires, Argentina. This was 
before the establishment of the State of Israel, and the youth group prepared them 
for their emigration. She had been selected for the group because, as she put it, she 
was ‘friendly and dominant in the group’. When she talked about that period, she 
suddenly looked more energetic and she smiled at the social worker. 

In the next two meetings she told the story of her emigration to Israel and her 
fi rst impressions and experiences. When the social worker asked what helped her 
in the present, with the ongoing missile attacks, she responded that they were all 
together and coped as a group: ‘We had made a revolution. That’s what helped 
me. I think I had the strength to cope despite the diffi culties. Even during the war 
last month, our war room functioned remarkably well. What really helped was 
that our community was involved, and we helped each other.’ 

Case 2: Annette

Annette is 76 years old. She and her husband were born in Morocco and live in Sderot. 
Extremely distressed, she arrived at the resilience centre after a day of several air-raid 
sirens, and asked the social worker to make a home visit to her and her husband, 
because they are both sick, hardly go out of the house and have no one to talk to. 

The social worker asked Annette about family, neighbours, or friends, without 
using the structured method of life review. Annette said that she has two sons 
living in the central region of Israel and no family nearby. Her two friends are sick 
and cannot help her. In the past, she had visited the community club, but today 
she’s afraid to go out of the house. The social worker referred a volunteer 
organisation to her, and a volunteer came to her home. These visits eased her 
burden, alleviated some of the loneliness she and her husband felt, and allowed 
her the time to go out of the house for shopping and on errands. 

Analysis of Monika’s and Annette’s stories: the person in environment model

Both stories exemplify the relationship between individuals and their social 
environment in situations of stress resulting from continuous combat. Monika, 
who lives on a kibbutz, talked about her sense of belonging and about the 
ideological framework that protected her in the threatening situations that she 
experienced. In contrast, Annette shared feelings of distance and alienation, and 
her urban community failed to provide her with the sense of security that could 
alleviate her anxieties. While Monika described the social support she received, 
the sense of caring, and the feeling that someone is looking out for her, Annette 
lacked this support and felt lonely and isolated. The difference in resilience 
between the two women has much to do with their living environment – collective 
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living for Monika (rural community), and urban living for Annette. Whereas 
Monika easily availed herself of the help around her, Annette, due to personal 
age-related diffi culties, failed to do so, although the service was available. 

This is consistent with previous fi ndings regarding the protective force of the 
rural kibbutz community (Nuttman-Shwartz 2014), and is indicative of the 
importance of the sensitivity and skills that social workers must have when 
approaching diverse populations. The establishment of formal and informal social 
support networks, as well as the provision of daily services such as counselling 
services to vulnerable populations poses a challenge for social workers involved 
in formulating policies at the social, communal, and individual levels. 

When people feel that they are part of a social fabric that is characterised by 
mutual responsibility, social support, and appropriate organisation of services, the 
stress experienced in situations of continuous military tension is mitigated. An 
organised communal environment can inhibit stress situations and alleviate the 
sense of helplessness, loneliness and anxiety. 

The experience gained in the resilience centres in working with elderly people 
is not limited to Israel. There are many confl ict areas in the world, and though the 
details vary, the human experience of stress is a common denominator. Social 
workers, working alongside other mental health professionals, could use the life 
review method to assist younger and elderly people in areas of war and confl ict. 

Summary
This chapter dealt with how elderly persons living in a war zone in the southern 
part of Israel cope with the threat of missile attacks as well as with changes that 
accompany the aging process. The evidence suggests that communities characterised 
by a social environment that provides a sense of protection and social support in 
which the residents feel a sense of belonging to the community can alleviate the 
feelings of stress that accompany the ongoing security threat and the losses of old 
age. It is the role of social workers, in such extreme situations, to strengthen 
community resources and intra-community ties. The resilience centres act as a 
place to which individuals turn for building their coping abilities and are used by 
the authorities to help prepare the population for emergency situations. The social 
worker’s close ties with the population, and the use of life review methods of 
treatment, are signifi cant in maintaining community cohesion, and strengthen 
individuals of all ages within it under ongoing, life-threatening situations. 
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29 Elderly people with cancer in 
hospital in Shanghai, China 
Social group work intervention
Comment on the Israeli case study 
from a Chinese perspective 

Fang Yang and Ziqian Xu 

Dr Irit Regev introduced the situation of elderly people in a war zone and the 
interventions conducted by social workers to help the elderly in Israel. One 
method she used is the life review method and such an approach is also useful in 
other stress contexts, such as elderly people living with cancer. In this chapter, we 
will introduce the stress experienced by elderly patients with cancer and the social 
work interventions we have conducted among cancer patients in Longhua 
Hospital, in Shanghai, China. In particular, we focused on strengthening patients’ 
self-effi cacy via the life review method and building up their social support; the 
latter is different from the community-based intervention in Regev’s chapter. 

According to the World Cancer Report 2014, cancer is a leading cause of 
morbidity and mortality worldwide and cancer cases are expected to increase 
annually from 14 million in 2012 to 22 million by 2032 (Stewart 2014). The 
elderly with cancer, referred to in this chapter, experience stress and uncertainty 
due to cancer and the aging process, which is similar for patients in other countries. 
Research shows that social work interventions would greatly benefi t the disease 
prognosis and patients’ quality of life. The case of the elderly with cancer in China 
might shed light on similar situations in other countries. 

Elderly patients with cancer and social work intervention 
In China, the prevalence of cancer is 235 per 100,000 with an increasing trend 
upwards, and cancer is the second top cause of mortality among chronic diseases. 
Shanghai, one of the most developed Chinese cities, has a large older population 
with 18.8 per cent of the population aged 65 years and above (Gerontological 
Society of Shanghai 2015). Half of these elderly people suffer from chronic 
illness, and more and more elderly people are diagnosed with cancer in Shanghai. 

Elderly people with cancer experience high levels of stress – physical, 
psychological and social (Ridder et al. 2008). For instance, cancer causes 
psychological distress and threatens patients’ belief in their ability to infl uence 
outcomes (self-effi cacy). Meanwhile, cancer requires long-term treatment and 
care, during which patients’ psychological health usually deteriorates due to 
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constant efforts at disease management and lack of improvement in health status. 
Nevertheless, psychosocial factors play a signifi cant role in the disease prognosis 
in addition to biomedical factors. Thus it is equally important to target patients’ 
psychological status and provide psychosocial intervention as well as addressing 
their physical needs. 

In this social group intervention, the methods we used were aimed at building 
social support and creating a life review. Research has shown that social support 
is critical to adjustment when people face stress (Nausheen et al. 2009). Social 
support is important for cancer patients to deal with the emotional stress and 
uncertainties of the disease. Patients’ self-effi cacy is also benefi cial to their 
adjustment (Kreitler et al. 2007). Life review, a process of recalling one’s life 
experience or retelling critical events and presenting interpretations, can be an 
important source of self-effi cacy and can motivate patients to adopt adaptive 
coping strategies (Haber 2006). 

Drawing on these theories, we designed three social group work sessions, with 
the aim of making patients aware of social support availability, encouraging them 
to seek social support, re-building or strengthening their confi dence to cope with 
the disease, and improving their coping capabilities. We recruited participants via 
a fl yer in the ward. Given that patients usually stay in the hospital only for around 
ten days for a course of treatment, it is diffi cult to keep the group closed. Instead, 
the group was open to the patients who were interested in the group. Ten to twelve 
patients participated in the social work group which lasted about an hour and a 
half every time.

The fi rst session: this session aimed to make the patients aware that their family, 
fellow patients, health care professionals, and social workers are there for them. 
In the sharing session followed by one team task, one female patient said ‘I was 
so desperate upon the diagnosis, but my family didn’t give up on me, and they 
encouraged me to take part in the activities in the cancer club. Then I went to the 
club and met many fellow patients. As we have similar experiences, we support 
each other. We chat about the food, the daily activities, and other things that are 
good for cancer recovery. Now I am not that scared any more. For me, family and 
fellow patients are really important.’

The second session: patients were asked to refl ect on critical life events they 
had experienced in the previous fi ve years and how they had dealt with those 
events. By doing so, we hoped to strengthen patients’ confi dence in their own 
abilities to cope with the disease. The majority of the patients talked about their 
experience of living with cancer. One patient, with stage 4 breast cancer, was in a 
very good state. After she shared her struggle with the disease, she said ‘I am 
grateful, I am still alive. Cancer hit me and made me realise that my lifestyle is not 
healthy, I used to take my health for granted. I feel lucky that I still have the 
chance to make a change. I now slow my life pace down, and maintain a positive 
mind’. This patient continued to say, ‘Cancer is not a completely bad experience. 
It can make people rethink and take action to make the change now’. 

The third session: patients shared their experiences with the disease and how they 
went through them. This session aimed to boost patients’ faith in recovery by 
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listening to and learning from fellow patients’ experiences. One male patient used to 
be the Commissioner of Public Safety in a western city, and was very proud of his 
job. Unfortunately, the diagnosis of cancer had beaten him. He felt desperate and 
hopeless because of the lack of effectiveness of the treatment, physical suffering and 
not being able to work. His wife accompanied him all the way from his hometown 
to Shanghai, and tried to comfort him, but it did not work. In this group, he learnt of 
others’ experiences in coping with the disease and became positive and confi dent in 
himself, and he said, ‘If others can make it, I can also make it’.

Discussion: the cases in Israel and China 
Although the elderly in China face different stressors from their counterparts in 
Israel, they may experience similar physical suffering and psychological distress. 
Considering the importance of social support in adjusting to stress, social workers 
can help construct a supportive environment to empower the elderly and instil in 
them a sense of confi dence to deal with the stress. For the elderly in Israel, social 
workers eased the elderly’s physical and emotional burden using community-
based interventions, whereas the social group work in this chapter made patients 
recognise that social support is available and encouraged them to seek social 
support. A supportive family and community will further benefi t patients’ recovery 
when they are discharged from hospital. The importance of community support 
and resources have been well demonstrated by Regev’s work. Unfortunately, such 
interventions are very rare in China. Along with the department of social work in 
Longhua Hospital we attempted to establish an alliance between the hospital and 
the community and to extend the interventions to the community. We believe that 
such an alliance could consolidate the treatment effect and improve patients’ 
quality of life. So far, what we have done is to conduct education on healthy 
lifestyle promotion and cancer prevention for the general public in the community. 
We are still exploring conducting group work for the discharged patients and their 
family members in the community when we have a better understanding of the 
needs of patients and their family members. 

Furthermore, social workers could use the life review method to assist the 
elderly who are facing stressors, such as missile attacks or life-threatening cancer. 
In Israel’s case, social workers used life review to help the elderly fi nd their 
strength and construct a positive attitude. In China’s case, we used life review to 
help cancer patients re-build and fortify their confi dence and coping abilities by 
refl ecting their own experience. Patients in the group may also benefi t from others’ 
life stories, especially when they face the same adversity. However, there are 
several factors that limited the effectiveness of the life review method in our group 
work. First, one session of life review is far from enough, especially for patients 
with cancer, who experience tremendous stress. These would benefi t from a series 
of life-review sessions. Second, patients in the group mostly talked about their 
experience of cancer possibly due to the time limit, the group dynamic, or the 
culture. Such sharing by patients may not fully re-build their self-effi cacy in the 
group work because of the narrow focus (i.e. experience with cancer), although 
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patients could learn from others’ experiences. Nevertheless, the life review in 
Regev’s case work might better motivate the elderly to refl ect on their past life 
experience and explore their selves more deeply. It might be better to use the life 
review method in both case work and group work jointly.

Taken together, as aging is universal and the older population may experience 
certain forms of stress, social workers could use different methods, such as social 
support provision and the life review method, to help them cope better with the 
stress and achieve optimal adjustment. However, more research is needed on how 
to maximise the effects of the interventions.
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30 Aging and confl ict outside and 
behind your front door 
Comment on the Israeli case study 
from a British perspective 

Charlotte L. Clarke 

There are three phrases in Irit Regev’s chapter which stand out for me as being of 
immense signifi cance and which thread through this response: 

1 ‘the relationship between individuals and their social environment’,
2 ‘sense of belonging … feelings of distance and alienation’,
3 ‘when people feel that they are part of a social fabric that is characterised by 

mutual responsibility, social support, and appropriate organisation of services, 
the stress experienced in situations of continuous [military] tension is mitigated’. 

The opportunity to respond to Regev’s chapter on elderly people in a war zone 
from the perspective of Britain is a fascinating challenge! Britain has not been an 
active war zone since the 1940s and the end of the Second World War. However, 
that does not mean that older people living in the Britain have not experienced 
living in war zones. There are, arguably, three ways in which British citizens 
experience sustained confl ict and tension which impacts on being an older person: 
living through war earlier in life; migration into Britain away from confl ict; and 
the introduction of confl ict and oppression into everyday life as a result of socially 
experienced ill-health such as dementia. 

Experiencing past confl ict and life course 
First, very many of the oldest old in Britain today lived through the Second World 
War. They may have experienced direct confl ict. They may have lost close friends 
and family. They may have lost their homes to bombing or been forced to relocate 
away from centres of bombing, often separated from parents and wider families. 
Second, people may be immigrants into Britain, fl eeing from confl ict areas – very 
much in our consciousness at the moment are those fl eeing confl ict in Syria, but 
the British population includes many who have fl ed earlier confl icts such as in 
Cyprus. For these older people, they may have a complex sense of what and where 
‘home’ is and may have experienced considerable separation from family 
members (Botsford et al. 2011). 

The life-course approach to understanding the experiences of older people is 
critical, as emphasised by Regev. Britain has developed a range of interventions 
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that focus on life-story work and which seek to support people to re-tell, or 
re-narrate, their lives as a way of integrating their past and present experiences 
(Keyes et al. 2014). Often this has focused on those whose identity is threatened 
through the development of dementia. However, to date, we have a relatively 
poor understanding of how childhood and early adult experiences impact on 
later life – for example, in what ways does post-traumatic stress disorder 
developed during times in a confl ict zone impact on well-being in later life; in 
what ways does confl ict-related separation from family result in attachment 
disorder and how does this infl uence social relationships and help-seeking 
abilities in older age? For those older people who have relocated to Britain from 
confl ict areas earlier in life, how are they to reconcile the sense of belonging to 
somewhere that they are unable to return to, with a sense of distance and even 
perhaps alienation from their immediate social and physical environment 
(Botsford et al. 2011). These social connections, developed over a lifetime, are 
critical to an older person’s resilience – in a multinational study of people over 
the age of 65 years, Moyle et al. (2010) found that maintaining community 
connections, particularly across the generations, was critical to engendering 
positive mental health for older people – and experiences of being in a confl ict 
area may compromise this. 

Experiencing current confl ict and exclusion 
If we ask ourselves whether any of Britain’s older population are living in 
situations of confl ict in the present day, the answer has to be ‘yes’ if we draw on 
micro-sociological concepts such as domestic abuse and the psychological 
undermining experienced by people with cognitive loss such as dementia (Clarke 
et al. 2010). What characterises these experiences that individuals may have, is a 
loss of power and infl uence within their own lives and exclusion from participation 
from decision-making together with threats to their sense of identity, safety and 
security. It results in living with a sense of oppression. Beard and Fox (2008) 
argue that a diagnosis of dementia can lead to ‘social disenfranchisement’, in 
which the person with dementia is viewed as having a rupture in their biography, 
with habitual ways of living being compromised. 

The social and psychological changes that are a consequence of a diagnosis of 
dementia mean that the ‘everyday relationships and attachments to, with and 
between people and place’, which are signifi cant aspects of how a person may or 
may not continue to affi rm their identity, are compromised (Bailey et al. 2013). 
Indeed, a proportion of people with dementia feel that there are shortfalls in their 
inclusion in their community – the Alzheimer Society (Alzheimer’s Research UK 
2012) reported that 22 per cent of people with dementia did not feel part of their 
community and 38 per cent only sometimes felt part of their community. Similarly, 
members of the general public recognised a lack of inclusion in their community 
for people with dementia, with 60 per cent indicating that inclusion was fairly, or 
very, bad (Alzheimer’s Research UK 2012). 
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Conclusion 
The examples above of the ways in which older people in Britain may experience 
confl ict, illustrate the importance of the social fabric and everyday relationship 
between the individual and their social environment and the tensions, for some, 
between a sense of belonging and a sense of alienation – some of the key issues 
highlighted in Regev’s chapter. 

As well as social networks, in situations of confl ict, people draw on their inner 
resources and resilience, defi ned by Windle (2010) as ‘the process of effectively 
negotiating, adapting to, or managing signifi cant sources of stress or trauma’ 
(Windle 2010: 152). Collins and Smyer (2005) argue that older people use a range 
of cognitive strategies to protect their self-esteem and well-being and deploy 
different sources of strength to adapt constructively to stressful life events (Janssen 
et al. 2011). The mental health of older people can be protected through social 
support, informal help and resources, and access to social networks (Dowrick et al. 
2008; Mehta et al. 2008) and the reduction of loneliness in old age (Victor et al. 
2005) – the challenge lies in better understanding the role of past and present 
confl ict when accessing such support. 

To understand the complexity of the issues highlighted here requires novel 
ways of understanding physical and mental health aging which are grounded in an 
exploration of the contribution of life course, society and culture to conferring 
risk, resilience and rights in the experience of ill-health and well-being. Critical 
research questions which need to be addressed are: 

1 How do life time accumulated risks and resiliencies, shaped by society and 
culture, infl uence later life?

2 How can societies and care services engage with a life-course perspective to 
optimise well-being?

3 How do older people interact with their social and physical environment to 
assert their citizenship? 
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31 Migrant workers
Statute limitation and the missing 
social work

Kartini Aboo Talib

This chapter examines the conditions of domestic migrant workers in Malaysia 
due to legal limitations and the absence of a qualifi ed social work service which 
leads to intolerable abuse. The cases of abuse of migrant workers and the violation 
of human rights has affected Malaysia’s world ranking in the Traffi cking in 
Persons Report of 2014 (U.S. State Department). This chapter delineates the 
limitations and shares a few feasible suggestions for overcoming the issues. 

Migration has been defi ned as a change of residence which might include states 
and provinces at the national level or from one country to another at the international 
level (Voss et al. 2001; Roseman 1971). Migrant workers in Malaysia mainly come 
from Indonesia, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Vietnam, Cambodia, and the Philippines. 
The majority of migrant workers in Malaysia are labourers, who may have low 
levels of education in their country of origin. In fact, new surroundings, rules, 
cultures, and values make adaptation a diffi cult process for migrants. New migrant 
workers take long periods of time to accommodate into their new society and 
successful integration requires active participation on the part of local authorities 
(Jennissen 2007; Schoeni 1998; Pettigrew 1998). Suàrez-Orozco (1991) points out 
that minority groups – which he refers to as a foreign-born generation in the host 
society – are often left behind in education and cross-cultural integration. Immigrants 
in Malaysia are workers migrating from other countries carrying with them hopes of 
starting a new life and prospering economically in the host country. However, often 
they are poor and uneducated, which limits their opportunity to fi nd suitable jobs. 

Slack and Jensen (2007), and Chandra (1985) propose that local authorities 
should consider creating an information system for immigrants. The success of 
integrating immigrants into local society could be increased by the provision by 
local authorities of a learning centre to help new inhabitants learn the language of 
the country and to further assist them entering into the labour market. Social work 
can always add value to this form of assistance to migrant workers, for example 
by facilitating and assisting in a learning centre for immigrants. 

Missing social work 
The well-being of migrant workers in Malaysia can be questioned based on the 
insuffi cient protection in the present legal system, for example the Employment 
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Act of 1995. In Malaysia social work agencies do not deal with migrants. This 
situation is due to a few reasons: fi rst, social welfare services are provided for 
citizens only, thus the rules automatically deny access to non-citizens. Second, 
social work has the focus of helping only those people in need as defi ned by the 
social welfare services including elderly people, people with disabilities, people 
who live below the poverty line, etc. This list does not include migrant workers 
– although their manner of entrance is legal, their rights are limited. Third, social 
work in Malaysia is concentrated in the medical and patient context only. It is 
clear that the need for professional social work in other areas is vital. Social 
workers could, for example, assist victims by integrating all sources of assistantship 
and enhancing social justice in a credible manner. 

Cases of abused migrants
From 2000 to 2007, more than 1,000 abuse cases of legal migrants were reported 
to the authorities (Yuspilman Asli et al. 2007). In the physical abuse cases most 
victims were maids from Indonesia. Some victims suffered tremendous injury and 
were treated in Intensive Care Units (ICU) or died (Ibrahim 2010). The abused 
victims commonly seek shelter and assistance from the Indonesian embassy. The 
media highlighted several forms of abuse including physical and mental abuse, 
rape and assault, non-payment for work performed, discrimination, ending of 
contracts without prior notice, contract renewal by force, insuffi cient compensation, 
strenuous workloads in several different places that deviate from the actual 
contract, the holding of passport and entry paperwork without consent, and life 
without medical insurance and sick leave (Talib et al. 2012). Highly publicised 
maid-abuse cases have triggered anger among segments of Indonesian society. 
Although both states are able to handle such issues separately so as not to let it 
develop into a serious confl ict, relations are strained, and procedures clearly need 
to be established to curb massive protest1 by the masses.

Case 1: Ceriyati Daplin,2 37 years old, a mother with a handicapped son, had no 
choice but to work as a migrant domestic worker in order to support her family 
and to assist her husband Ridwan, who worked as an Ojek (motorcycle taxi) driver 
in Central Java. She came to Malaysia in 2006 after being recruited as a domestic 
worker with a working contract of MYR4503 a month. Problems developed at 
work when she was frequently assigned to complete administrative offi ce tasks 
for her employer’s wife which were not suited to her skills level. Due to her 
frequent mistakes, she was regularly slapped, kicked and beaten on the head. She 
was given only one meal a day with tap water. Ceriyati’s weight dropped 
drastically due to starvation. She ran away after she could no longer stand the 
continuous physical abuse from her employer. She fi led a formal legal complaint 
with the Malaysian police assisted by the Indonesian embassy.

Case 2: Nirmala Bonat vs. Yim Pek Ha: The Kuala Lumpur Session Court 
sentenced housewife Yim Pek Ha to 18 years in jail after she was found guilty of 
three charges: four counts of voluntarily causing injury to 19-year-old Nirmala 
Bonat, incidents with a hot iron, hot water and a metal cup at her house. Each 
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offence under Section 326 of the Penal Code carries a maximum of 20 years in 
jail, a fi ne or whipping. The Court of Appeals has turned down her appeal. 

Case 3: In another case in October 2009, the court sentenced a night trader to 
death for the murder of an Indonesian maid, Mantik Hani. The Muntik case in 
2009 was alarming and heartbreaking to most Malaysians. Muntik, also known as 
Mantik, was a 36-year-old maid from Indonesia. She was physically abused by 
her employer, Mr. A Murugan from Klang. The victim was pronounced dead after 
all efforts to save her failed. She suffered extreme physical injury and was found 
by a janitor on a bathroom fl oor with her head half-shaved, unable to breathe, and 
too weak to respond to any medication (Ibrahim 2010). 

Different approaches are utilised to resolve these issues through courts, 
tribunals, mediation, and negotiation. Cases involving rape, assault and battery 
are processed in the courts, while cases such as insuffi cient wages, contract 
breaches, and discrimination are resolved through internal mechanisms including 
tribunals, mediation, and negotiation. Such cases take years to settle. If a settlement 
is reached, compensation is often insuffi cient to cover the physical and emotional 
damages caused by an abusive employer. 

If a legal migrant faces any type of discrimination at work, or unpaid salary, he 
or she can lodge a report to the labour offi ce. An investigation will be conducted 
and action will be taken under the employment act. However, this action is 
impossible for illegal migrant workers. Looking at the processes that took place 
before the court, none involves a social work agency or unit as a platform for 
abused legal migrants to channel their complaints and grievances, or to seek 
temporary shelter. 

Law: the master–servant element
The root of this problem is that the Malaysian legal system does not have the 
capability to protect legal migrants and especially domestic workers. The law is 
viewed as a possible way to regulate and discipline the labour force (Snyder and 
Hay 1987: 7), but regarding coercive enforcement it most often favours a master-
and-servant model. Although ironically effective in this regard, on a wider scale it 
has many times been detrimental to workers (Snyder and Hay 1987: 14ff). 

A glaring weakness in the Employment Act of 1955 is that there is no specifi c 
defi nition of domestic work in the Act itself, and this exposes migrant workers 
such as maids to exploitation. Such absence excludes domestic workers from 
enjoying rest days, having clear working hours, and employment benefi ts. As a 
result they are on call for work 24 hours a day and seven days a week without a 
break in a year. It is time for the law to grant labour rights and protection to 
domestic legal migrant workers (Hassan 2007). 

Section 2 of the 1955 Act defi nes a foreign employee as an employee who is not 
a citizen. Part XIIB of the Act is the only part dealing specifi cally with migrant 
workers. Under this provision, the Director General is empowered to inquire into 
any complaints made by the foreign worker regarding discrimination pertaining to 
his/her work condition or contract. However, the statutory language was designed 
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to give the Director General the power to make inquiries rather than to provide the 
victim with the opportunity to speak for himself or herself in securing his or her 
claims. In a situation where competing interests might occur, the actual incident 
could be redefi ned by the Director General’s interpretations, leading to various 
forms of penalty. Additionally, even if a complaint by a worker is upheld, the 
employer or state might face a reduced or light sentence with no compensation 
reserved for the employee or victim of abuse. 

The Malaysian Industrial Relations Act of 1967 Section 17(1) and the Trade 
Unions Act of 1959 both contain provisions that do not prohibit legal migrant 
workers from participating in trade unions (Hassan 1996; Hassan and Rahman 
2009). However, some limitations apply in Section 28 of the Trade Unions Act of 
1959 where members of unions must be citizens of the federation. As a result, 
migrant workers are denied membership on the basis of citizenship although they 
could be legal alien residents of the state for a number of years. 

Strengthening the legal tool and social work involvement
There are possible strategies to overcome these issues, and prevent future abuse of 
migrant workers, aside from attention to the legal defi ciencies. First, the Malaysian 
government can enforce license suspensions to agencies that have been identifi ed 
as failing to conform to the government’s rules for supplying maids for household 
assistance. Violations include recruiting and supplying under-age house maids; 
failing to declare the proper documents for workers, including real names and 
health records; failing to provide household training prior to job appointments; 
overcharging clients; committing fraud by registering a non-existent company 
that cannot be reached when complaints of unanticipated domestic problems arise 
(UNODC 2015). A new procedure allows the government to suspend identifi ed 
licenses and the agency may then appeal to review their suspension within a week 
after the suspension is in effect. 

Second, the government has the authority to black-list identifi ed employers 
with previous or present records of abuse and to ban them from hiring maids. This 
black-listed employer list should be updated frequently as and when agencies that 
face legal charges for abusing their maids are heard in the local courts. In fact, 
Malaysia and Indonesia signed a Letter of Intent (LOI) in May 2010, to amend the 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on the recruitment and placement of 
maids from Indonesia and the agreement granted maids one day off a week and 
ensured that they can keep their passport while in service.4 Another effort by the 
Malaysian government to curb maid abuse and to reduce wrongdoing by maids is 
to make compulsory a requirement for foreign maids and employers to attend a 
half-day course on their respective responsibilities (Izatun 2010). 

Rationally, access to justice must be provided to all employees. However, obstacles 
preventing migrant workers from accessing and fi ling their grievances are numerous, 
such as ignorance of the legal system, lack of education, and lack of representation at 
the trade union level, depriving them of receiving legal advice or representation. 
Article 60(1) of the Employment Act of 1955 provides access to legal migrant 
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workers to fi le a complaint against an employer with the Director-General of Labor, 
but terms and conditions are applied to qualify such complaints. Illegal migrants, on 
the other hand, lack locus standi and do not qualify for such access. 

Third, introducing mandatory unannounced house visits in any month of a 
calendar year would help the government keep track of migrant workers’ safety and 
security. Insofar as the Employment Act of 1955 stipulates penalties for failure or 
non-compliance in relation to rest days, overtime, holidays, annual leave and sick 
leave, it could be used as a channel to observe the well-being of migrant workers. 

Fourth, an interactive telephone hotline was introduced in 2007 following the 
case of Ceriyati Daplin, the 34-year-old Indonesian maid mentioned above, who 
attempted to run away after she could no longer stand the continuous physical 
abuse from her employer. This hotline is responsible to the Ministry of State 
Affairs and allows both employer and employee to fi le complaints and grievances. 

Fifth, the government must establish a social service and welfare unit that is able to 
serve the needs and cope with issues of migrant workers. The existing social services 
are concentrated in the hospital, shelter home, prison, and juvenile departments 
dealing with citizens within the said contexts (see Talib, Chapter 11). The absence of 
a unit that focuses on migrant workers will further the agony of this deprived minority. 
Setting up a team for cross-cultural social work will help the government address 
practical matters dealing with migrants’ cultural competence. This could address 
issues of social justice including migrants’ basic rights to health care provisions, 
education for migrants’ children, and their social security rights as employees. 

Conclusion
The government has to acknowledge that over three million legal migrants 
presently work in Malaysia and this signifi cant growing force of migrant workers 
must be viewed seriously. The government must be able to show that a world-
class standard of employment conditions exists through the provision of a legal 
system that will guarantee labour rights to these workers. The government should 
consider setting up a team for transnational social work to ensure that the health 
and human rights of the burgeoning number of migrants are protected. If their 
predicaments continue, then their experience of being part of society will be harsh.

Notes
1  Street protests were held at the Malaysian embassy in Jakarta. The Indonesian embassy 

stated that there were more than 1,500 maids seeking help in their offi ces across Malaysia 
complaining of unpaid wages and physical abuse. See details at Aljazeera (2008).

2  With the help of Migrant Care, Ceriyati eventually received fi ve months’ salary from her 
former employer, Rp. 40 million in compensation from the government-appointed 
insurance agency that provides cover for migrant domestic workers, another Rp 11.5 
million from the Indonesian embassy and Rp 5 million from the Central Java provincial 
administration. See details at ILO (2011).

3  Appr. 105 USD in October 2015.
4  Indonesia is expected to lift the maid ban. See details at asiaone news (2010). 
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32 Domestic migrant workers 
in China
Silent victims and social work 
interventions
Comment on the Malayan case 
study from a Chinese perspective

Diqing Jiang

In 2015 a piece of news from Shenzhen drew wide public attention across China; a 
migrant worker in domestic service suffered serious abuse from her employer, she 
was unlawfully detained and had been beaten and intimidated for more than two 
months. Fortunately, she received aid from a social service agency. Social workers 
from the agency made arrangements for support and therapy, helped her to obtain 
compensation, and ensured her abusive employer went to prison in the end (Wang 
2015). This event not only exposes serious abuses experienced by domestic migrant 
workers (DMW) but also shows how social work can help in a professional way.

Abuse is far from unusual for DMWs. However, as a form of social violence 
and injustice it has long been neglected. Why have so many DMWs become silent 
victims? Why are they unable or unwilling to resort to law or collective action to 
protect their interest? How can social workers help them? This chapter attempts to 
address those issues. 

DMWs: gender-based labour division and rapid development
Before 1978 domestic workers in China were only available to members of the 
most privileged classes like high-ranking offi cials or celebrities.1 After China 
embraced economic reforms the fi eld of domestic service boomed. Since the fi rst 
of its kind was set up in 1983 (Su 2011), domestic service agencies reached 
500,000 in number all over the country by 2008, with about 20 million people 
engaged in domestic service (XINHUANET 2007). 

A variety of economic, social and political factors have contributed to the 
striking rise of domestic service in China. Within just one generation, the average 
annual income per capita increased from $195.6 in 1981 to $1,047.5 in 2001 (The 
World Bank). China’s urban middle class has become increasingly able and 
willing to pay for domestic service. Furthermore, under the one-child policy, the 
structure of urban Chinese families has transformed as the size of the average 
nuclear family has decreased to less than 3.1 persons (Family division of the 
National Health and Family Planning Commission 2015). The country has entered 
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the aging society and by 2014, the population aged over 60 reached 200 million 
(Zhang 2015). Ironically, the women’s equality movement launched in part by 
Mao’s revolution has greatly increased demand for household services – women, 
in cities and villages, are called ‘half the sky’, a phrase propagated by revolutionary 
slogans. Since the 1950s many of them no longer stay at home and instead become 
professionals in offi ces or factories. They often have to purchase domestic services 
to take care of the young and aged. Estimates put the demand for domestic services 
at 40 per cent of China’s urban families in large cities (Li 2007). 

On the other hand, the ‘Household Contract Responsibility System’ in the 
countryside has raised agricultural productivity dramatically and generated a huge 
number of surplus labourers (Zhou 1996). Millions of women in rural areas 
lacking professional skills have fl ocked into cities to seek jobs. Since domestic 
service is often regarded as a profession requiring no special training, it becomes 
a vehicle for absorption of those rural migrant female workers. 

Short of accurate nationwide surveys, we have to rely on regional information 
to describe the basic characteristics of the social group of DMWs. The fi rst thing 
to notice is the gender imbalance among DMWs – domestic work is a highly 
gender-based job (Ma 2011) and, in many large cities, primarily performed by 
women who are migrant workers. It appears their educational backgrounds are 
limited: 36.9 per cent have graduated from primary school, 37.4 per cent have 
dropped out of middle school, and only 15 per cent have obtained a high school 
diploma. DMWs get jobs either through domestic service agencies or via 
acquaintances. One-third of them receive pre-job training organised by those 
agencies.2 Typical training programmes cover cleaning, shopping, cooking, care 
of children, elderly people or nursing home patients. Furthermore, many DMWs 
are exposed to one or several of the following six common problems: 

• Discrimination – DMWs are often treated as being inferior in employers’ 
families, e.g. some of them are not even allowed to take food at the same table 
with employers. 

• No social benefi ts – the majority of DMWs have no social insurance under 
current social insurance law (Wang 2005). With the exception of Shanghai, 
local governments tend to regard domestic services as an informal sector and 
are reluctant to extend social benefi ts to the workers.

• Long working hours without overtime compensation – as many DMWs live 
with their employers and do not have a fi xed work schedule, they often have 
to endure long hours. For example, in Beijing, about 40 per cent of domestic 
workers work about 10 hours per day and 20–35 per cent of domestic workers 
have no weekend breaks (Ma 2011).

• Isolation and lack of social life – most ‘live-in workers’ are on constant duty 
to serve their employers. Their social networks are highly limited. Often, the 
only opportunity to meet other DMWs is when they take employers’ children 
to play in community parks.

• Lack of privacy – most ‘live-in workers’ do not have a private bedroom. They 
frequently live in the same bedroom as the children or the sick or elderly they 
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attend to. Thus, it is hard to demarcate the boundary between work and life 
for DMWs (Feng 2004).

• Sexual harassment or physical abuse – because DMWs mostly work in private 
and isolated environments, the public tend to seriously underestimate the 
problem, assuming for example that about 10 per cent of DMWs experience 
sexual harassment (Ma 2011). Since many victims consider sexual harassment 
as shame the real percentage is likely to be much higher.

DMWs: why silent victims? 
It is common for migrant workers to suffer discrimination and even abuse. Unlike 
workers in other fi elds, most DMWs choose to keep silent about their experiences 
and rarely seek legal advice. Several factors lead to their silence.

First, in China as in many other countries, legal protection for DMWs is needed. 
The current Chinese Labour Law defi nes the relationship between employers and 
DMWs as based on informal service agreements rather than offi cial labour 
contracts. This makes it diffi cult for DMWs to obtain legal support – and when 
there is an open dispute between DMWs and employers, they normally lose the 
battle on legal grounds (Hu 2011).

Second, since domestic labour is widely regarded as being part of the informal 
sector, there are few government agencies devoted to the regulation and 
well-being of DMWs (Sun and Guo 2013). The Ministry of Human Resources 
and Social Security only provides guidelines on their professional skills’ training. 
Many cities establish Domestic Service Associations to provide job information 
and offer training to DMWs, but, on the whole, these semi-governmental 
associations are unable to implement regulations protecting DMWs without 
legislative support.

Third, due to low educational levels, most DMWs lack awareness of their rights. 
For example, when their employers refuse to give them holidays, DMWs usually 
do not know their rights and therefore do not push for time off or claim compensation. 

Finally, DMWs often have limited time or means with which to communicate 
with one another or share their experiences (Su 2011). Therefore, it is diffi cult for 
them to generate agreements or a sense of common identity, which are 
preconditions for collective struggles for justice.

How social work can help
As the abuse case in Shenzhen illustrates, the role of social workers is important – 
they can act as case managers, counsellors or therapists to protect DMWs or act as 
resource brokers to connect communities and lawyers to promote DMWs’ 
well-being. On the one hand, the professional skills of social workers enable DMWs 
to realise and defend their rights and interests; on the other hand, social workers’ 
professional reputation and social status can bring pressure on the government and 
local communities to offer effective support. The testimony of social work 
professionals can infl uence judges’ decisions to punish abusive employers.
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In sum, social work can help DMWs at different levels; on a micro level, social 
workers can provide counselling and therapy; on a meso level, social workers can 
cooperate with domestic service agencies and local communities to implement 
training programmes for DMWs; on a macro level, social work can infl uence 
social policy in favour of the disadvantaged (Adams 2002).Though it is hard to 
reform policies in the short term, it is possible for social workers to cooperate with 
NGOs to achieve this goal. For instance, non-governmental organisations such as 
the Cultural Development Centre for Rural Women, which is affi liated to the 
All-China Women’s Federation, has spent years drafting a legal proposal for the 
household service sector in Beijing (Shen 2011). 

China’s economic and social reforms require effective social support for those 
in need, including children, families and elderly people. The increasing demand 
for domestic work in urban society requires more legal protection for migrant 
workers in domestic service. This situation makes it imperative for social workers 
to contribute to support and protect DMWs.

Notes
1  Under Mao’s centrally planned economy, the government hired domestic workers for 

offi cials of rank (Yan 2006).
2  Survey conducted by an NGO named Dagongmei zhijia (Home of female rural workers) 

in 2005. See Zhao et al. (2011).
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33 Feminisation of migration – 
migration in a changing world 
Comment on the Malayan case 
study from a Turkish perspective 

Uğur Tekin 

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, with the regime changes in neighbouring 
socialist countries, Turkey has become a target destination for new waves of 
immigrants from countries in Central Asia and the Black Sea region and countries 
of the former Soviet Union. With the end of the Cold War, citizens of the former 
Eastern Bloc countries who had diffi culties getting out of their countries can now do 
so more easily. However, they now face visa regulations adopted as restrictive 
policies by the Western European countries in order to regulate migration. Thus 
migration not only affects the member states of the EU but also candidate states and 
third countries. With its geographic location, fl exible visa regulations and candidacy 
of the EU, Turkey serves both as a bridge for many asylum seekers heading to 
Europe and as an alternative to those who cannot reach Europe (Kirişci 2003). 

Labour migration into Turkey has two characteristic features which are also 
observed in international labour migration in different parts of the world; one 
feature is the increase in women’s participation in international migration (the 
feminisation of migration) (Akis 2012: 379ff), while the other is that immigrant 
workers hold a semi-legal status under precarious conditions and with low wages 
(irregular migration) (Atasü-Topçuoğlu 2012: 501ff). With the globalisation of 
production (e.g. trade of goods, international fragmentation of production to 
countries with cheap labour) comes also the globalisation of social care work. In 
particular, the demand for highly educated workers opens up windows for 
well-educated women. At the same time the load of social care work is still seen 
as women’s work. Thus immigrant women become major elements in an irregular 
transnational market. The labour that provides reproduction (domestic labour) 
constitutes an international hierarchical structure; at the top of this hierarchy there 
are the native women in immigration-receiving countries who are liberalising 
themselves from unpaid domestic labour. Immigrant women are at the second 
level and female relatives in emigration countries who cannot fi nd the means or 
opportunities to migrate and provide domestic and caretaking services – at home 
– are at the bottom of the hierarchy (Parrenas 2000). Thus, migration of women 
supports the inclusion of women from different regions into the labour market. 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Turkey adopted fl exible visa 
regulations in order to develop free trade with the countries of the Black Sea 
Basin, Central Asia and the Middle East. In 1992, with the founding of the 
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Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation, the practice of entry 
through border visas was adopted in order to provide easy movement to people 
coming from these countries.1 As a result, throughout the 1990s, there were rising 
export and import activities called the ‘suitcase trade’ between Turkey and Russia, 
Ukraine, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Romania, Moldova, Armenia and the Central 
Asian Republics (Kirişçi 2011). 

Flexible visa regulations not only supported border trade but also motivated 
many people to work abroad, earn money and then return to their countries. These 
immigrants enter Turkey with a tourist visa, return to their countries when the visa 
expires and then come back to work when they need it (circular migration). On 
one hand, immigrants can cross borders to enter the labour market easily in 
Turkey, where the informal economy is strong and informal employment is 
commonplace. On the other hand, promoting factors such as unemployment, low 
income, commodifi cation of education and healthcare and the search for a better 
life have surely been determinant in people’s decisions to migrate (İçduygu 2007). 

Female labour migration to Turkey 
In Turkey, the sector with the strongest demand for immigrant labour is domestic 
and caretaking services, which constitute a gendered sector, open mainly to 
female labour. A signifi cant proportion of women who come to Turkey to work 
in domestic and caretaking services enter Turkey as tourists for a limited period 
of time, work without a work permit and usually extend their stay and continue 
to live in Turkey illegally (Erder 2007). Because the current welfare state regime 
in Turkey offers extremely insuffi cient institutional social care e.g. for children, 
or especially the elderly and sick, informal care is often provided by the family. 
When the family cannot provide care, it must be acquired from the labour market. 
Since local women do not prefer to offer live-in services, there is a strong demand 
for immigrant women in the domestic care sector. Immigrant women prefer to 
stay with a family and provide 24-hour care services for the following reasons: 
solving their accommodation issues, providing monetary advantages like reduced 
food expenses, the opportunity of hiding from the police by living in a secluded 
and safe home environment (Erder 2007). Beside the expectation of 24-hour care 
the employment of a migrant domestic worker has other advantages – education 
levels are higher and work discipline is stronger among immigrant female 
caregivers when compared to their Turkish counterparts (Erder 2006). Moreover, 
their lack of legal rights with no support from any organisation makes them more 
vulnerable and in greater demand than locals. The main reason behind the 
vulnerability of immigrant women is their illegal status and lack of a work 
permit. Immigrant women’s wages might not be lower than what locals earn 
simply because they are staying in Turkey with a tourist visa (Erder 2007). 
However, they work without any insurance, they do not get paid for overtime 
despite the long hours, and they work without annual paid leave and similar 
social rights. They are cheaper to employ and preferred over local women. From 
one perspective these working conditions within a family look safe, but from 
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another, they may also create a situation open to all kinds of abuse. Relevant 
studies revealed the forms of violence and abuse suffered, such as not receiving 
their well-earned wages on some occasions, humiliation, physical and sexual 
harassment, denial of their weekend leave, getting locked inside the house, not 
receiving meals, and being forced to hand wash clothes and dishes (Kalfa 2008; 
Atatimur 2008; Ozinian 2009). A signifi cant proportion of immigrant women 
continue to work under these adverse conditions due to the lack of any mechanisms 
to protect them. 

Legal domain
Changes have been brought by Law no 4817 (Law on the Work Permit for 
Foreigners) which was enacted in 2003, and Law no 6458 (Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection) which was enacted in 2013. These laws opened the door 
for the adoption of modern and universal legal norms on granting work permits. 
With these legal changes, for the fi rst time in Turkey, the integration of foreign 
immigrants was defi ned as a responsibility of the state. With the 2013 Law, an 
institution named the Directorate General of Migration Management was founded 
with the expectation to specialise in foreign migrants and to provide solutions to 
their issues. However, despite these legal and institutional changes, in practice, 
not much improvement has yet been achieved to solve the problems of immigrant 
workers, e.g. there has been no change in the policies that restrict immigrant 
workers in a series of fi elds. Failing to address immigrants’ problems, these new 
regulations are in fact pushing them out of the legal domain and failing to provide 
effective protection against human rights violations faced by the immigrants 
(Özçelik 2013: 255). 

Apart from several non-governmental organisations working for human rights 
advocacy with very limited resources, there are no organisations in Turkey for the 
protection of immigrant women’s rights employed in domestic and caretaking 
services. In order for the irregularly migrating women from former Eastern Bloc 
countries to Turkey to live and work with human dignity, the visa and employment 
policies must be regulated by international standards. This would include the 
participation of public institutions and of non-governmental organisations, trade 
unions and immigrant-run organisations. The isolation these immigrants working 
in the domestic area experience prevents them from forming protective 
organisations or raising political demands. Therefore, the problems surrounding 
international migration should be discussed and approaches need to be developed 
on local, national and international levels for global migration management. 
Platforms for debate and political decision-making should bring together actors of 
international migration including public institutions, non-governmental 
organisations and immigrants’ organisations. In addition to the steps to be taken 
by national and international mechanisms to regulate (immigrant) women’s rights, 
it is also important for the media, human rights organisations and women’s 
organisations to make efforts in preventing violations of rights, discrimination, 
stigmatisation, and abuse towards immigrant women.
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Note
1  Turkey’s liberal visa regime was a main point of criticism by the EU during the 

membership negotiations between the EU and Turkey. The EU wants Turkey to adopt 
the restrictive Schengen visa regime as soon as possible.
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34 Returnees
Neither there nor here, at Araf1

Filiz Demiröz

Migration is defi ned in various contexts depending on where the focus is – the 
destinations, the causes or occasionally the consequences. Turkey is both an 
immigrant-receiving and an emigrant-sending country within and beyond her 
territory. This study focuses on the people returning after migrating abroad. 

Although migration often starts individually, its processes continue with families 
and open a period of change involving both immigrant-receiving and emigrant-
sending countries. One of the dimensions experienced during the migration 
processes is repatriation. Therefore I especially wanted to focus on a family who 
lives between two countries, the Yilmaz family. As understood in transnational 
social work there are many families like the Yilmaz family and these need trans-
boundary services because of their complex life across borders (Furman et al. 2010).

Case study
Fatma Yilmaz applied to a social service centre. The social worker there asked 
about her motives. Fatma had had an arranged marriage with Ali, who was a 
worker in a car factory in Germany. She said she liked her husband and they had 
a happy marriage. When they emigrated to Germany she was scared at fi rst but 
after attending language courses and starting to speak German she felt more 
comfortable. They have three children; the elder daughter Zeynep works at a 
bank, is divorced and has one child, the middle son Ahmet is married and has one 
child. The younger daughter Ayşe is attending high school. Fatma mentioned that 
after living in Germany for 56 years, being a returnee in 2012 was diffi cult and she 
enumerated the diffi culties. Their son and younger daughter returned to Turkey as 
well. Their elder daughter stayed in Germany and being apart from this daughter 
made the parents sad.

First phase: migration from Turkey to Western Europe 

Emigration from Turkey for working purposes began at the signing of a Labour 
Recruitment Agreement with the Federal Republic of Germany in 1961 and 
continued with other bilateral labour recruitment agreements signed with various 
European countries. During this period objectives and expectations have changed 
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dramatically for emigrants and for the residents of immigrant-receiving countries. 
There are different periods defi ned for this migration process: the period between 
1961 and 1973 is defi ned as the early period of migration. Initially, urbanite and 
well-educated male emigrants chose to emigrate (Abadan Unat 2015). At fi rst 
men left their wives and children behind for the purpose of earning money to 
afford a house, land and/or arable fi elds. During this time there have been changes 
in intra-familial relationships and family role distribution. While the role and 
responsibilities undertaken by women increased, empowerment of women and 
their participation in decision-making processes did not take place at the same rate 
(Yenisey 1976; Sayıl 1977; Gitmez 1983; Kağıtcıbaşı 1985). There are children 
living with single parents while other children need to stay with relatives. Changes 
in the family structure caused by migration processes brought about a loss of 
familiarity within families, including estrangement and alienation (Gitmez 1983; 
Dilsiz 1977; Hisli 1985). 

Men that emigrated alone in that early period were stressed due to not knowing 
the language of their new country. Also, there were diffi culties in meeting basic 
needs, including accommodation, nutrition and health. Homesickness, loneliness 
and uncertainties derived from living in an unknown environment led to 
psychological disorders. For these reasons, those who achieved their goals in the 
fi rst stage and those who could not orientate themselves returned home in the fi rst 
three years of emigration (Abadan Unat 1977; Toksöz 2006; Gitmez 1983; 
Gökdere 1978; Tufan 1987; Küçükkaraca 1998). Those who could orientate 
themselves to working life wanted their family nearby. Women’s participation in 
this process began with the need for a female labour force in Germany at the 
beginning of the 1970s and continued with family reunifi cations (Abadan Unat 
1977; Abadan Unat 2006; Toksöz 2006).

Families mostly started to live abroad after the oil crisis in 1973. During this 
period European countries stopped importing labourers and started to fulfi l their 
needs from the existing labour force, including from children of immigrants. When 
family unifi cations started to occur, services were increased in many European 
countries in order to assist labourers and their families. Although language 
problems were somewhat resolved, housing and health services continued to be 
major problems. Emigration of children created new challenges, including child-
care and education (Abadan Unat 1977). The children often failed educationally 
because they emigrated at an older age, had insuffi cient language knowledge as 
well as lack of knowledge of the new education system, high expectations of their 
families, and prejudice regarding German society (Abadan Unat 1977; Demiröz 
and Diğerleri 1985; Tezcan 1987; Tufan and Yıldız 1993). Although families 
conform with the dominant societies’ work-life they preserve their original norms 
and values through their family lives. Fearing losing their children to a foreign 
environment results in an increase in oppressive cultural attitudes. This sometimes 
causes children to be sent back to Turkey to live with relatives (Tufan 1987; 
Demiröz and Diğerleri 1985; Tufan and Yıldız 1993; Yörükoğlu 1985). 

Coming back to the Yilmaz family: Fatma told the social worker that her son 
Ahmet was working as a stonemason in a German fi rm, was married and was the 
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father of a child with a German woman. As one of the neighbours made negative 
comments regarding Turks, the family decided that Fatma, with her younger 
daughter, her son Ahmet and his wife Helga and their son Deniz should all return 
to Turkey. The social worker talked about how diffi cult it is to repatriate and start 
a new life back in Turkey. Fatma told of her son’s failure in his new business 
venture. This process caused disputes between husband and wife. The social 
worker advised that he could send his CV to German-owned companies operating 
in Turkey. The social worker also advised Fatma to support her daughter-in-law 
and gave her information about language centres. They planned to talk about her 
daughter, Zeynep, who was in Germany, at the next meeting. Zeynep was born in 
Germany when Fatma started to work, but was initially left in Turkey with her 
grandmother. She came back to Germany to start school, but she had problems 
with the language and adapting to her parents. With support from the Consulate’s 
Education Attaché and associations like Türk-Danis, Zeynep worked hard and 
became literate. 

Second phase: migration from Western Europe to Turkey 

Starting from 1980, west European countries started to impose visas on Turkish 
citizens. Some other measures also preventing family unifi cations were as well on 
the agenda, for example, during 1983–1984 the German government applied 
some incentives for people going back to their home country. Besides these 
incentives decisions to return were made due to reasons such as insuffi cient health 
care, fear of losing children, education of the children, unemployment, xenophobia, 
retirement (Abadan-Unat 2015; Toksöz 2006; Erdoğan et al. 2013). Neither the 
home country nor their relatives were as they had been when they left. As one 
worker stated: they were foreigners abroad and ‘Germans’ at home. In research 
caried out by Demiröz (1989a) diffi culties faced by the families were as follows: 

1 Diffi culties fi nding a job or setting up a business were determined as the most 
important problems. Most of the families returned home unprepared and could 
not fi nd secure investments or made bad investments (Abadan-Unat 2015; 
Gitmez 1983; Küçükkaraca 1998; Güven 1977; Yasa 1979; Köksal 1986).

2 The second largest diffi culty faced by returned families were relations with 
their relatives (Köksal 1986: 154f).

3 Diffi culties regarding relations with the neighbours come in third place of 
importance: most of the neighbours criticise their family life and the behaviour 
of their children, most families stated that they were generally establishing 
relationships with families who had also been abroad as they face the same 
diffi culties (Yenisey 1976; Yasa 1979; Gürel and Kudat 1978).

4 The fourth diffi culty regards housing and residence: most of the families 
complained about not having the same facilities at their houses and the 
residing area as they had had abroad (Demiröz 1989b).

5 The fi fth diffi culty concerns the education of their children; this diffi culty 
stems from differences in the education systems between the two countries 
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and from insuffi cient knowledge of the native language (Tufan 1987; Demiröz 
and Diğerleri 1985; Tezcan 1987). 

6 Intra-family relationship diffi culties rank last: as most of the diffi culties are 
derived from external factors, intra-family relationships are required to be 
stronger in the process of reorientation (Abadan Unat 1977; Yenisey 1976; 
Kağıtcıbaşı 1985; Tufan 1987; Demiröz 1998; Demiröz 2000; Demiröz 2003). 

During these years it was determined that repatriations were less than expected 
(Abadan-Unat 2015; Toksöz 2006; Tufan 1987; Demiröz 1989a). Each stage – the 
refugee movements in the 1980s, asylum seekers in the 1990s, irregular migration 
movements such as education and illegal employment in the 2000s – has brought 
a different dimension to the migration process, especially for Germany (Abadan-
Unat 2015; Toksöz 2006; Sırkecı et al. 2012). Therefore, repatriations are no 
longer the same as those experienced in the early 1980s. It is evident that even 
those who intend to return to the country of origin frequently fail to turn their 
thoughts into action, and that these are not defi nite returns as they prefer to live in 
both countries (Abadan-Unat 2015; Diehl and Liebau 2015). 

Coming back to the case study: at the beginning of the third meeting Fatma 
reported that she had achieved successful results after speaking to her son and 
daughter-in-law. The social worker reminded Fatma that the interview was 
arranged for the issues related to Zeynep. Fatma said that her daughter had had a 
diffi cult childhood, the university education had been good for her but she was 
unhappy in her marriage, which had been an arranged one, and neither party knew 
each other in advance. After the wedding feast their son-in-law came to Germany 
but had orientation problems. Her daughter became pregnant and after childbirth 
suffered postpartum depression which was compounded by violence from her 
husband. Her husband asked Zeynep to return to Turkey, but upon her refusal he 
returned alone. He accepted divorce as a condition to obtaining custody of the 
child. The social worker pointed out that restoring the broken relationship with 
their former son-in-law and his family would be feasible, for example by 
requesting support from elders. 

In the fourth interview the social worker asked about Ayşe – Ayşe’s education 
level in Germany corresponded to vocational high schools in Turkey and she was 
thinking whether to quit school or go back to Germany. The social worker 
informed Fatma about educational projects through the Ministry of Education, 
Ministry of Youth and Sports, NGOs, and EU programmes. In the next interview 
Fatma said that she had missed her husband and the neighbours in Germany, she 
did not want to give up the rights she had in Germany and she did not know how 
to live in two countries simultaneously. 

Towards the end of the interview sessions with Fatma the social worker realised 
that she also benefi ted from the interviews – she herself experienced the confl ict 
of values between two countries and how to address diversity issues. She realised 
the importance of experiencing different cultures, educational systems and study 
systems for social services in different countries, as well as on-site observation 
and evaluation of problems. She realised that previous experience gained from 
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working with refugees and domestic migrants at a social centre supported this 
case study. During the consultancy she recognised the usefulness of interpersonal 
relationships, social services and the framework of a strengthening approach 
which is linked to services and resources, as well as ensuring their sustainability 
using mediators, counsellors and educators within a social justice approach. 

Migration is a process. The generations following migrated parents do not have 
the same diffi culties of orientation but, instead, have challenges such as protection 
of rights, education and xenophobia. According to research undertaken by HUGO 
(Erdoğan, 2013), 91 per cent of people of Turkish origin in Europe were either 
born in Europe or had been living in Europe for more than 11 years. Approximately 
half of them, meaning around 2.5 million, have the citizenship of the country that 
they live in. According to the latest data, nearly 3 million people of Turkish origin 
are living in Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt 2014: 82). Half of them preserve 
Turkish citizenship. In spite of increases in permanency the feeling of belonging 
to Turkey and of Turkishness is getting stronger. People of Turkish origin residing 
in Europe have the perception of not having a problem with integration (Erdoğan, 
2013). Therefore, living in both countries is more pronounced than the idea of 
returning to their homeland.

Young people, particularly those belonging to the third generation, have 
different characteristics compared to their families, as they were born and fully 
grew up abroad. However, families want to raise them according to their own 
rules. This generates particular diffi culties for women. Another diffi culty concerns 
ghettoes or districts formed solely by people of Turkish origin which increases 
discrimination and negative reactions by other people towards them (Abadan-
Unat 2015; Moosa-Mitha and Ross-Sheriff 2010). 

Returning to a home country is no longer viewed as it was in the 1980s – 
families now have simultaneous lives in both countries. An ecosystem perspective 
tells us that the living place and transitions between systems are important (Kirst-
Ashman and Hull 1999) – if people live in both societies simultaneously, the 
services for them should be developed accordingly. Rights-based services such as 
permission to work, insurance, and equivalence of education need to be adapted. 
According to the Immigration Law of Germany, those who come to Germany 
through marriage are expected to demonstrate a basic knowledge of the German 
language. Knowledge about the country of destination is also required. 

In relation to this case, we see that Fatma told the social worker that 
improvements in solving the problems of her children had been made; she had 
spoken to her husband and children and decided that she could live in both 
countries, she thought about the gains and the losses and realised that applying to 
the social service centre had opened the way for her. 

Happy endings are rare in social work practice. For a start, availability of legal 
processes and statutory services are necessary. Bringing these services together 
with knowledge and skills, correct and effi cient use of resources, and fair 
distribution of these resources should follow. Of course, the most important thing 
is to manage these processes with human dignity and a rights-based approach. 
Some important issues were not discussed, such as preparations required for 
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repatriation, and what and for whom the gains and losses in the family would be. 
Investment in counselling services to provide information about services in 
Turkey is also needed. Help to get support when required and ensure coordination 
is important. Social services organisations, social workers to deliver services, and 
the appropriate structures through which to provide services are necessary. As 
emphasised before, staff working in this area should receive training and be aware 
of the importance of an intercultural approach. 

Conclusion 
Studies on migration in Turkey have been developing in recent years. However, it 
is hard to say if they can keep up with developments in migration in this area. 
Discrete services specifi c for those returning home are few. Private organisations 
contribute to migrant studies by developing projects and allocating funds. In 
ministries, local governments, NGOs, and universities there are education and 
exchange programmes being developed. Services, as seen in this case, are provided 
by different units and through different forms (Furman et al. 2010; Moosa-Mitha 
and Ross-Sheriff 2010). Accessing these services is hard, therefore they have to 
be spread out. Social workers who have the knowledge of services should be 
authorised for coordination and be supported in such work. Social service 
specialists who are working in this fi eld are few in number. There is a need to 
develop sensitivity, cooperation of countries and databases on a bigger scale. The 
goal should be to the substantial benefi t of applicants. 

Note
1 ARAF: ‘Somewhere in between’
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35 Here and there
Transnational lives of migrant 
workers and their families
Comment on the Turkish case 
study from a German perspective

Lena Inowlocki

‘Araf’ refers to an in-between state of being, suspended by indecision, possibly 
holding potential for the future. Filiz Demiröz uses the metaphor to refer to the 
situation of Turkish economic migrants and their family members when they 
return to Turkey after many years in Germany. I would like to start with a closer 
look at the title by asking if it is the case that they are really ‘neither there nor 
here’? They might, instead, actually be living ‘there and here’, as appears to be the 
situation in the case Filiz Demiröz describes. It could thus be more accurate to 
speak of transnationals rather than ‘returnees’, as I propose in the following. 

In her article, Filiz Demiröz describes the constructive counselling process with 
her client, Fatma Yilmaz. After living in Germany for many years with her 
husband and three children, Fatma Yilmaz returned to Turkey, together with her 
son, his wife and child and her younger daughter who is of school age. Her 
husband and the older daughter remained in Germany. An incident of discrimination 
against her son had apparently initiated the move to Turkey. There, the son 
encountered diffi culties when he attempted to make a living through 
self-employment. His wife, a native German, had problems with the Turkish 
language. The daughter was unhappy in her new school and considered returning 
to Germany. As it turned out during the series of counselling sessions, Fatma 
Yilmaz found it diffi cult to be living in both places but also did not want to give 
up her life in Germany. Filiz Demiröz addressed these problems with her client 
and also the divorce of her older daughter who had remained in Germany; she had 
been married to a distant relative whom she had not known well who then came to 
live with her in Germany. 

As Filiz Demiröz notes, policies regulate the access of economic migrants and 
their family members to Germany, and affect many areas of their lives (Kofman 
2004). One area concerns family reunion, with entry and residence permits for 
so-called ‘imported’ brides and husbands (Beck-Gernsheim 2011; Kreckel 2013). 
What is especially diffi cult and causes much strain on newly married couples is 
that after migrating, the spouse does not obtain a work permit for one year. This 
can make it very diffi cult to get used to a new place and instead can lead to social 
isolation, economic dependency, language learning diffi culties and problems in 
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partnership. We might assume that this may have been an aspect of why the 
daughter’s husband did not want to stay in Germany and why the marriage failed. 

Another important aspect the Yilmaz case highlights is the decision-making in 
moving to Turkey – many among the younger generation in Turkish migrant 
families who opt for this improve their job or self-employment opportunities 
because their educational and language capacities are appreciated in a globalised 
economy in general and in Turkey in particular. But for many who decide to 
return, this is also motivated by their experience of discrimination in Germany 
(MIGazin 2013; Spiegel Online 2014). Experiencing resentment and disrespect 
can thus be understood as a signifi cant motive among the younger generation in 
Turkish migrant families to leave Germany and try to fi nd a better life in Turkey.

It seems that Fatma Yilmaz chose to accompany her son’s family to support 
them. Migration strategies are gendered and with regard to women connected to 
taking care of the family. In fact, this was also the case during the original move 
from Turkey to Germany – in some years of recruitment women constituted 
one-third to one-half of the workers who went as the fi rst of their families, to send 
back fi nancial support (for a biographical case analysis see Gültekin et al. 2006). 

It is possible that living in Turkey represented something Fatma Yilmaz had been 
thinking about for a while and meant to try. In the process of settling in the new 
place, she then realised that she did not want to give up her life in Germany and 
would be looking instead for ways to combine living in both places: as her counsellor 
notes, Fatma Yilmaz ‘missed her husband and the neighbours in Germany, she did 
not want to give up the living rights she had in Germany and she did not know how 
to live in two countries simultaneously’ (see Demiröz, Chapter 34: 240). 

Transnational space is created biographically, through lives lived in different 
nation states (Apitzsch and Siouti 2013; Apitzsch and Siouti 2014). Time spent in 
different locations establishes one’s connections between them, also in terms of a 
‘mental space’, or a biographical ‘space of potentiality’ (Inowlocki and Gerhard 
2012). Most forms of migration no longer entail a complete break with the country 
of origin but rather consist of fi nding ways to combine family relations and care 
obligations, work and income, friendships and love relations, education, property, 
citizenship rights, etc., in both places. However, notions of ‘neither there nor here’ 
continue to reproduce a discourse of ‘being uprooted’ and consequently having 
identity problems. This is disproven by the experience of very many migrants who 
successfully develop transnational lives. But stereotype and prejudice against 
‘foreigners’ and ‘strangers’ prevail in many nation states, as well as the claim that 
national belongings should be exclusive and cannot be multiple. Obtaining 
German citizenship is still diffi cult for Turkish citizens and holding two passports 
is nearly impossible. This does not do justice to the needs of individuals and 
families and their strategies for a good life. 

The German school system is highly selective in terms of socioeconomic 
background and (non-Western) migrant status. Institutional discrimination against 
children from working-class families intersecting with migrant background as 
well as many instances of direct discrimination have been documented and 
discussed in regular governmental reports since 2006 (Jennessen et al. 2013). The 
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older daughter encountered discrimination in the German school system when she 
came to join her parents as a small child. Being multilingual is discouraged in 
most pre-schools and schools, particularly in the case of non-Western languages 
such as Turkish (Gogolin 1994). So far Turkish is not taught in German schools 
(with few exceptions), thus children have reduced chances of acquiring fl uency 
and literacy in Turkish except in their families or in private lessons. There are 
other discriminatory policies, for example, Turkish and German-speaking families 
can be denied an au pair from Turkey, whom they specifi cally want so their 
children would have more practice speaking Turkish (Inowlocki 2013). 

The counselling sessions show that a process perspective is important in 
reconstructing the biographies of family members. Over a relatively short 
counselling period, the family members, supported by the social worker, orient 
themselves quite quickly, with the school diffi culties the younger daughter initially 
experienced possibly becoming advantageous due to her experience of education 
in two educational systems (Siouti 2013). 

I thus fully share Filiz Demiröz’s conclusion, ‘If people live in both societies 
simultaneously the services for them should be developed accordingly’ (p. 242) 
and I would add that understanding transnational biographies is very important for 
social work. Similarly, as in biographical research, a reconstructive approach in 
social work needs to take into account one’s own refl exivity as counsellor and 
researcher (Ruokonen-Engler et al. 2013). 
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36 Comparative experiences 
of migrants in Asia 
Comment on the Turkish case 
study from a Malayan perspective 

Rashila Ramli 

As a 17-year-old girl, I was sent off by my family on a fl ight to the USA to pursue 
my Bachelor’s Degree. Little did I realise that it was going to be a 14-year stay in a 
foreign land before I was to return home to continue my vocation, teaching at the 
National University of Malaysia. I am one of the thousands of students sent abroad 
by the Malaysian government in the early 1980s (Abd Aziz and Abdullah 2014: 102). 
The migration was devised because there were not enough universities in Malaysia 
at that time to accommodate the number of students (Ismail et al. 2014: 6). Moreover, 
the exposure abroad was seen as a positive experience where young impressionable 
Malaysians were to be infused with values and new perspectives. 

Returning home 14 years later proved to be challenging since one has to adjust 
to one’s own family, rediscover local cultures and fi nd a job. Since there were no 
re-entry programmes for overseas returning students, one had to adapt to one’s 
own culture as best as one could. While in the USA we were encouraged to speak 
our minds, returning home meant one had to think twice before speaking, because 
thinking out loud was not regarded as highly appropriate for women. Dressing 
was another issue – the t-shirt and jeans were replaced by bajukurung and shawls. 
More formal attire was necessary at the workplace or in public spaces. At the 
workplace, in this case the university, I had to rediscover and sometimes learn the 
academic vocabulary to teach Research Methodology in the Malay language. My 
American twang had to be restrained to conversation among friends who were few 
at that time. 

Migration processes are complex. Leaving a country and living in a different 
environment infl uences the people who migrate but also the sending as well as 
receiving country (Ismail et al. 2014: 10). This could lead to a brain drain (Abd 
Aziz and Abdullah 2014: 117) and might result in the need to look at how to 
reverse it. One step in this direction is the formulation of returning experts’ 
programmes and talent acceleration in public services (NEAC 2010). Another is 
substantial growth in public and private higher education (Abd Aziz and Abdullah 
2014: 103). The experience of living abroad could encourage returnees to leave 
again and might produce a deeper culture of migration (Koh 2015). 

Although from a different experience, the above example depicts several issues 
discussed by Filiz Demiröz in her chapter ‘Returnees: Neither there nor here, at 
Araf’. The case of the Yilmaz family, whose readjustment into the Turkish culture 
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after living in Germany for 56 years was assisted by social workers through the 
provision of cross-boundary services. Despite the hardship of resettling in Turkey, 
Fatma Yilmaz and her family managed to come to terms with their new living 
environment. They were lucky because they were able to tackle their personal 
problems and found possible solutions to overcome the problems. 

Within Asia, migration has been prevalent throughout the centuries. The sea 
passage from the Indian Ocean, passing through the Straits of Melaka into the South 
China Sea brought traders, merchants, job seekers and colonisers. This early 
migration saw the growth of multicultural societies and spread of religions, 
especially Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, and the legacy of Occidental colonisers.

The lasting impact of this early migration and the divide and rule policy of the 
British left a strong ethnic cleavage in Malaya. Specifi cally, the Malays continued 
their traditional role as padi planters and fi shermen while some managed to secure 
employment with the Malay Civil Service. The Chinese came to control the 
economy of the country while the Indians tended to trees in rubber plantations. 
Most migrants did not return to their countries of origin and therefore reshaped 
Malaysian society. Multiculturalism is one of the basic principles feeding into 
identity constructions like Malaysian Indians (Jain 2011) or Malaysian Chinese 
(Wang 2011). However, at the end of the twentieth century, migrants constituted 
domestic workers, construction and plantation workers as well as skilled workers 
in technology-based industries. Malaysia as a host country has to cope with the 
presence of over 2 million migrants, especially from Indonesia, the Philippines 
and more recently from Bangladesh, Nepal and Vietnam (Kassim and Zin 2011). 

On the other hand, in July 2015, the Southeast Asia region, especially Thailand 
and Malaysia, were faced with an infl ux of migrants from Myanmar and 
Bangladesh. The informal economy accommodates refugees, whilst they are 
grouped under the blanket category of ‘irregular’ migrants. While the UNHCR 
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) runs a resettlement programme 
in Kuala Lumpur, the over 100,000 refugees from Myanmar (with an estimated 
45,000-plus Rohingya) remain vulnerable to arrest and harassment while spending 
years awaiting resettlement decisions (UNHCR 2015). 

The remittances transferred by migrants back to their home countries are 
considered as important revenue for countries such as the Philippines and 
Indonesia. If one were to drive by a village in Indonesia, and one were to see a 
number of well-built brick houses, chances are those houses were constructed 
using the hard-earned salaries of migrants working in Malaysia or Saudi Arabia. 
Salaries are also used to fi nance the education of children and household 
maintenance. The higher purchasing power in the home country justifi es the 
choice of some migrant workers to leave their families and countries in order to 
earn more compared to working in their own country. 

While some people are forced to migrate, there are others who migrate by 
choice. In studies done by Djajic (1987) and Dustmann (2000), migration 
behaviour can be explained by consumption and labour supply (or lack of it) in the 
host countries, migration duration or a life cycle model. According to Djajic 
(1987), if there is a higher purchasing power in the home country of assets 
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accumulated in the host country, then there will be a higher number of returnees 
to the host countries. Another reason for migrants to return home centres on the 
development of human capital. If there is a higher return in home economy on 
human capital acquired in the host country, then one will also see returnees. The 
duration of a stay will vary based on the needs, availability of jobs and the 
management of migrants through policies in the host countries. 

In addition to the above-mentioned are cultural factors infl uencing the decision 
to return. In Malaysia, the family plays an important role in the feeling of 
belonging, which results in close transnational connections (Koh 2015). Decisions 
for or against migration are therefore often not taken by just one family member 
but by the family as a whole.

In the case of the Yilmaz family, they returned to Turkey after staying in 
Germany for 56 years. While there has been human capital development within 
the family, the work situation in Turkey was not so accommodating for Fatma’s 
son, Ahmet. The family had to adjust their lifestyle. It was also a learning process 
for the social worker. When members of the family are unable to adjust, the option 
is to return to the host country. In other cases, returnees such as students who went 
abroad to study gained tremendously as their qualifi cations are recognised as 
necessary for the development of the home country. Many returnees hold high 
positions in their home country. On the other side, however, there are migrants 
who are forcefully returned to their country of origin.

Migration is a living process where humans are the units of analysis. Since 
migration is an ongoing process that will not diminish, there have to be better 
policies to cater for the needs of emigrants and immigrants. For returnees, both 
host and home countries must have support structures such as a social services 
centre with properly trained social workers to provide strategies and solutions for 
families in trouble due to displacement and adjustment in a ‘foreign’ local 
environment. For countries such as Malaysia and Thailand where irregular 
migrants are present in large numbers, sound management practice is necessary in 
order to ensure that migrants or refugees are treated with dignity. The training of 
social workers must include new techniques to cater for different categories of 
migrants. Finally, as migration is a complex phenomenon, one has to be constantly 
aware of the relations between state agencies, recruitment agencies, employers 
and workers. Management of migration can only be enhanced when there is a 
strong political will to ensure that the rights of workers /migrants are protected by 
both home and host countries.
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Part IV

Last thoughts – and yet 
another perspective! 
Ursula Kämmerer-Rütten, Alexandra Schleyer-
Lindenmann, Beatrix Schwarzer and Yafang Wang 

Transnational social work offers us a lens to show the normative and often 
unmarked foundations of social work as a discipline and as a profession. Social 
work often acts as if it was only played out on a local or national level whilst 
ignoring international and global interdependencies. In this book we have shown 
that transnational social work is a topic which is multilayered. 

We started the book by looking at professional and disciplinary concepts and 
developments from different national backgrounds with the aim to stimulate 
mutual interest and understanding. We appreciate discussion on the international 
level, e.g. the debates in international (social work) organisations, but also see the 
need for a fundamental questioning from the peripheries of the debate from 
indigenous social work and social movements. 

We see this book as a contribution to enhancing the dialogue between academics, 
professionals and students concerning the positive and negative infl uence of the 
nation state on our everyday practice as social workers, students and lecturers. To 
enter this dialogue we must mark the unmarked. We must make the nation visible in 
our thinking and doing. We must know the limits but also the opportunities a nation 
state can offer social work as a profession. It is the existence of social security 
systems that offer opportunities for social work; it is the nationality binding the 
individual to one nation state that limits social work; it is a national culture that 
results in questions like assimilation, integration or cultural positioning in general. 
We need to know about differences and similarities in the framework which is so 
important for social work practice. Therefore, we need to enter a dialogue about 
cases, strategies and theoretical thinking by knowing about the national framework. 
The exchange of ideas and knowledge from our practical and academic experience 
is useful for the debate on possible restrictions and can visualise and uncover 
boundaries or even transcend them. Professional practices and strategies on the 
international level (from global to regional) can inform and infl uence the national 
and local levels and vice versa. This is what we hope to achieve with the case studies 
and comments provided in this book: using live stories, social work cases and global 
challenges to shed light on common issues from different national angles.

We do not claim that these questions and perspectives are new, nor are the 
issues such as refuge, migration, poverty, women’s rights, and children’s rights. 



Providing a space for dialogue and exchange is also not new. Social movements 
always have and will continue to have an infl uence on social work by voicing 
criticism, seeking change and functioning as a watchdog for clients concerning 
political developments, legal changes and institutional support. Social movements 
have also provided local, national, regional as well as international platforms for 
exchange. In common with social work, social movements are concerned with 
topics such as equality and inclusion. 

A layer we have not addressed throughout the book is the position of the social 
worker from a biographical point of view. What are the stages in the professional 
career of a social worker seeking to develop a transnational profi le? We would 
like to think that both scientifi c knowledge and a critical attitude are important for 
the development of this profi le. Therefore, we want to end the book with a social 
worker’s point of view. 

Abha Bhaiya is one example of many working for decades in the fi eld of social 
work. She is an activist and often crosses national and cultural borders engaging 
in politics on local, national, regional and international levels. She was educated 
in social work in different parts of the world and experienced the opportunities as 
well as diffi culties that exchanges with others and living in different environments 
brings. She also refl ects on the limitation of social work education which is shaped 
by textbooks mainly based on Western knowledge. She has been confronted with 
the limits of a social work profession which claims not to get involved in political 
confrontation because of the fear of losing fi nancial support. In her description – 
which may be seen as an example for transcultural and transnational engagement 
– she strongly argues for a positioning in issues such as women’s and sexual 
rights, which are cross-border issues and need to be addressed around the world. 



37 Crossing boundaries within 
and without … 
The journey of a feminist activist 

Abha Bhaiya

‘Sister friends and fellow travellers – we will make a difference if we are able to 
learn and appreciate history and memory and wisdom and yet have the courage to 
take our own risk in new contexts with new issues.’ 

(Wilson et al. 2005: 6) 

The personal 
This article describes my personal journey1 as an academic social worker and as a 
transnational as well as community-based feminist activist. As a woman I am a 
product of the feminist movement of the last 45 years. The starting point is the 
quiet struggle with my own confi ned world in a traditional middle-class Indian 
family. A signifi cant turning point was my decision to leave the country after I 
completed my Master’s degree in Philosophy. I arrived in Germany in 1969 with 
a small stipend provided by a priest to study a social work course in Dortmund. I 
was greatly infl uenced by this external environment and encountered the welfare 
approach of social work practice of the 1960s in Germany, where I worked with 
homeless communities, and the children of the ‘Gastarbeiter’.2 I returned to India 
and completed a Master’s course in the school of social work, at the University of 
Delhi, India in 1973. However, once again, to my utter disappointment, I was 
educated through textbooks that were primarily American or British. This social 
work education defeated my purpose to return to India, study in a socio-culturally 
contextual environment and seek some real transformations. 

As I began working as a social worker under an Indo-Dutch project in the 
slums, my academic education did not come to my rescue. As a social worker, I 
was faced with the most deprived, discriminated and excluded communities, a 
nomadic criminal tribe and ‘Dalits’ (as categorised by the British in their gazettes). 
A process of de-learning rather than using the social work approaches of case 
work, group work and community organisation, began here. There were subjective 
realities fuelled by the power politics of different interest groups with varied 
hierarchies of oppressions. The case work approach was irrelevant as an individual 
does not exist in isolation of economic and social formations and of the external 
powerful political forces supported by various institutions of the state and 
non-state actors. The community organisation had to be replaced by community 
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mobilisation strategies and multi-layered dialogues within the divided communities 
inside a slum. When violence broke out in the community, I fi nally decided to 
choose to act on behalf of the most powerless women and men. I was reprimanded 
by the NGO for taking sides and was gently asked to resign. That in such situations 
a social worker needs to remain ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’, was glaringly obvious, 
and yet it did not convince me, as I was too close to the confl ictual reality.

In 1981, as a response to rising dowry murders and the earlier cases of custodial 
rapes of a dalit and a tribal minor girl, the crisis centre SAHELI (meaning a female 
friend) was set up in Delhi (Saheli). In 1984, seven of us set up a feminist 
documentation, communication and training centre, JAGORI (meaning wake up 
women), to work in the rural belt of North India (Jagori). In these centres and 
platforms in many parts of the country, there was a very vibrant search for theory 
and practice in alternative ways of using and applying power, new, non-hierarchical 
organisational forms, and thus, new ways of leading. As mentioned by Srilatha 
Batliwala (2010), feminists of that time engaged in experiments with alternative 
structures and processes, and with deep analyses of the gendered nature of power 
in the social, economic, and political realm.

What I am trying to show here is my fundamental belief that academic social 
work education and practice needs to interact with peoples’ movements in order 
to take forward the transformative potential of social work and to become an 
inclusive perspective and practice.

The political 
A transnational feminist network began crystallising in the 1980s and continued 
to engage with global politics and the way the women’s question has been (or not 
been) addressed by nation states and international institutions (Moghadam 2005). 

Crossing barbed wires 

I want, therefore, to lay out three areas of transnational networks that I have been 
part of for the last 30 years, and which have created a comprehensive learning and 
enriching personal and political territory for me. First I will look at the transnational 
networks that aim to create the quintessential security without which a confl ict-
ridden region such as Asia (India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka), 
cannot guarantee any rights to its own population. Second, I will look into the 
linkages between international and local campaigns to end violence against women 
(see also the case study on Jyoti, Chapter 25 of this volume). And third, I will use 
the examples of sexual minorities, and sexual rights, as examples to create a space 
of (global) solidarity which is so important for discriminated persons and groups. 

Peace and security 

It has been a long and diffi cult struggle within South Asia, especially between 
Pakistan and India, to demand peace and cooperation. Regional peace is an 
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essential prerequisite for bringing peace to an individual country, and that always 
means to its women and children. Therefore many women’s movement activities 
in South Asia have always been transregional by nature and necessity. 

In 1983 we3 founded SANGAT (Sangat): the South Asian Network of Activists 
and Trainers. Our objectives were outlined in the South Asian Feminist Declaration: 

We come from different countries in South Asia – Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, Maldives, Bhutan and Afghanistan and share a 
common regional identity. Though divided by geopolitical boundaries, the 
peoples of the South Asian region are bound together by shared histories and 
cultures, and by our collective experiences of patriarchies, globalization and 
militarization in the 21st century. As feminists and as activists for equality for 
women, we are inextricably linked through our struggles and involvement in 
women’s movements and social movements in our countries. These links 
strengthen us individually and create a continued transnational network of 
regional solidarity.

(Sangat 2006: 1) 

So far, nearly 800 young activists – scholars, young women from different South 
Asian countries – have participated in the month-long residential training course, 
which is still conducted every year. In 2015 it was the twentieth such annual 
event. The course has even expanded to other countries and continents with 
women coming from Sudan, Iran, and Turkey. SANGAT has also organised a 
number of conferences and seminars and has been instrumental in taking the ‘One 
Billion Rising’ campaign to all nine countries of South Asia and beyond. 

In 2011 we founded another Women’s Regional Network for Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and India (Women’s Regional Network). It aims to connect communities 
of women leaders to learn from each other and construct common agendas across 
borders on the linkages between security and extremisms, corruption and 
militarisation. We conducted regional research and documentation (Women’s 
Regional Network 2013) which focused on women’s commentary, perception and 
experience of displacement, security, military and police access and corruption. 
We strongly believe that women’s voices need to be heard. The documentation 
has helped in revealing that in almost all the sites of confl ict, women are always 
on the frontline and have displayed amazing staying power, while in a number of 
sites, the recognised leadership continues to be in the hands of men. 

Violence against women as a global concern 

Violence against women is another common site of struggle that emerges within 
transnational and national feminist struggles. In my life I can trace how I always 
worked on all levels – local, national and international – to fi ght violence against 
women. Violence is faced by every Indian woman. 

In 1993, when I attended the Vienna conference and tribunal (Bunch and Reilly 
1994), it became a focus of my transnational activism. The women’s tribunal 
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included stories of comfort women from Korea, dowry burning from Pakistan, rape 
of daughters by their fathers in the USA, mutilation of lesbian women in one of the 
South American countries, rape of sex workers and many more. This entire year of 
preparation and also the conference participation gave me new insights into the 
power of feminist movements; I met well-known feminists, pioneering women from 
the world over, and also witnessed the working of the UN system from close quarters. 
The other signifi cant transnational action that took place in Vienna demanded that 
women’s rights be included in the offi cial agenda of the UN conference. 

In 2013 we brought campaigning to yet another level when we started the ‘One 
Billion Rising Campaign’ (One Billion Rising 2016) that has its impetus in a UN 
statement that in the world one billion girls and women are subject to violence. To 
this day, people from 176 countries have joined this struggle. As an outcome of 
the mobilisation, a number of training workshops have also been organised to 
train lawyers, judges and protection offi cers as well as police personnel on the 
gendered nature of violence, building a more complex awareness of violence 
against women and its negative impacts on the economy and politics of nations. 

As early as the 1990s we started the ‘Nari Adalats’, the ‘women’s courts’, a 
community-based informal initiative to provide justice for women and men living 
with domestic confl ict, and often in violent situations in the home. The model has 
been amazingly successful on the local level and has provided relief for a large 
number of women. Within Jagori Rural, the organisation I founded in 2003 and 
still work with as a senior advisor and director, there are now seven Nari adalats 
with nearly 25 so-called ‘barefoot lawyers’, who sit with women, share their pain 
and experiences of violence and refl ect on their situation to seek a solution. With 
the passage of time, men have also begun to approach the courts as the community 
is convinced that women’s courts are a place for justice where there is no bias 
against men. 

Similarly, based on experiences of attending some of the national and international 
tribunals, a number of public hearings were organised as advocacy. These hearings 
were attended by institutional enforcement representatives. The hearings have not 
only worked as exposing the ineffi ciency of the law enforcement machinery but 
have helped in expediting court procedures and also made the police and others 
more aware of the kinds of violence faced by women. Their sharing of the tales of 
harassment, the alienating court systems and often delayed or no conviction, is 
candidly shared at times with a mix of tears and anger, thus moving the audience, 
especially the state representatives, to act more responsibly. This is not to say that 
the system has become women friendly, but shows how the employment of multiple 
strategies creates an environment that can progress towards seeking justice for 
women and other marginalised groups, as a fundamental right of all citizens. 

Sex, sexuality and sexual rights 

My early experience with transregional and transnational advocacy made me 
engage with another important global clause: the sexual rights of women and 
minority rights. 
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The International Association for the Study of Sexuality, Culture and Society 
(IASSCS), of which I became a member in 2003, was founded in 1997 in 
Amsterdam, with the commitment to build equity in research capacity worldwide 
and to develop a broad range of multidisciplinary research activities in the social 
and cultural study of sexuality. IASSCS has, since its inception, held ten 
international conferences attended by a large number of researchers, activists and 
academics. In addition, the network has held a number of courses on research 
training, provided research support, brought out regular publications and has 
advanced policy and advocacy work. I have been the coordinator of the advocacy 
committee for the last four years, which has added to my understanding of specifi c 
country situations and emerging debates in particular regions. It has deepened my 
understanding of the issues surrounding sexual rights, multiple sexual identities 
and sexual expression. The feminist qualitative research and participatory learner-
centred training methodology has resulted in two signifi cant publications; the 
Manual on Sexual Rights and Sexual Empowerment (Bhaiya and Wierenga 2007) 
and Heteronormativity, Passionate Aesthetics and Symbolic Subversion in Asia 
(Wieringa et al. 2015), which examines life trajectories among three categories of 
women living beyond the bounds of heteronormativity in Jakarta and Delhi: 
women who have lost their husbands; sex workers; and young, urban lesbians. 

The research and training has strengthened activities within our programme in 
Jagori Rural. Sexuality and sexual rights is an integral module within the month-
long SANGAT course. It has been an amazing experience to see how a majority 
of participants have such inadequate knowledge around issues of sexuality and 
their own body. Based on these experiences and learning, over the last seven years 
we have initiated sessions in various schools and within the 60 village collectives 
for adolescent girls – sessions on what we call ‘body literacy’, primarily to get 
acceptance of the school authorities to talk about body knowledge, desires, 
attractions – as sex education is still not allowed in the schools. It has been our 
experience that a majority of cases of violence are also related to sex as one of the 
core issues that creates discord and a sense of lack of fulfi lment, especially for 
women. Our work experience has made the team confi dent of talking about these 
issues in an open and non-judgmental environment. 

Concluding observations 
In July 2001, both the IASSW and the IFSW reached agreement on adopting the 
following international defi nition of social work: 

It needs to be reiterated that there is a strong relationship between the social 
work practice and various movements working for social transformation. The 
social work profession has the main objective of promoting social change, 
problem solving in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation 
of people to enhance well-being … Principles of human rights and social 
justice are fundamental to social work.

(IFSW 2012) 



260 A. Bhaiya

However, the fact that social work is operationalised differently both within nation 
states and regional boundaries, and across the world, with its control and status quo 
maintaining functions being dominant in some contexts, cannot be disputed. 

My own relationship to the words ‘social work’ and for many in the feminist 
movements in the countries of the south has been rather contentious. First, a 
majority of the social work schools have had as their major focus welfare 
programmes, not to deny that there is a gradual shift towards a more developmental 
approach. The approach of the various movements has been to challenge the 
status quo as well as confront the anti-people policies of states. Movement-
oriented activism has grown weary of the term as it carries a history of seeing the 
individual as a problem and then fi xing the individual to the societal norms. 
Feminist and other people’s movements have been more focused on transformatory 
politics. In the initial phase all of us were more in the streets rather than in 
classrooms and offi ces. It is my experience that during the studies whenever we 
challenged our faculty on an issue of concern such as the reasons why a boy ends 
up in a juvenile/correctional home or why women are not given choice and space 
to make decisions about their lives, the answers were never satisfying. A majority 
of male students opted for industrial social worker as their selective subject and 
thus became managers for management systems rather than fi ghting for the rights 
of the workers. 

While my education has provided me with a degree in social work, my Master’s 
in philosophy and reading of radical literature reinforced my rebellious position 
and radical thoughts and practices. To be an activist working for political action is 
for me more than being in a comfort zone.

Notes
1  This journey would not have been possible without the editing support of Prof 

Dagmar Oberlies.
2  Migrant Workers.
3  Throughout the text, the term ‘we’ refers to different groups of activists.
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