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“Indeed we have only the most general ideas of what we are trying to produce, what
constitutes the essential skill of the social worker, and consequently still more varied
ideas as to how to set about it” (Younghusband, 1959, p. 28).

Abstract
Evolutionary journeys: International practice experiences of Australian social
workers
Research aims
Social work is an international profession. Built on the foundations of social justice,
human rights, and guided by evidence-based ethical practice, social work works with
people and communities in many jurisdictions and organisational roles. As social work
developed as a professional project in major Western countries, social workers sought to
engage with the developing world where people faced many problems – poverty, wars,
oppression, natural disasters, lack of education options and major health problems. The
desire of Western social work to reach out and embark on international projects has
been a contested project and the topic of social work research and scholarship. Yet little
is known about what those social workers engaging in international practice, actually
experience. What were their motivations? How did they prepare for the work? What
were the challenges and what guided their practice during the period of international
work?
This research explores the experiences of Australian social work practitioners who have
worked in international practice contexts. It specifically seeks to determine:
What are the practice experiences of Australian social workers, working internationally?
What ‘guides’ Australian social workers’ practice, in an international context,
predominately Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African countries?
The aim of the research is to examine how Australian social workers understand and can
‘better understand’ the nature of their international practice. As more social workers
embark on working in social development, (South), there is an increasing need to
understand the nature of that practice for western trained social workers (North), as they
become immersed in totally different contexts. Questions of accountability, ethical
practice, and the dilemmas of working cross culturally, arise. This research aims to
build upon our current knowledge about Australian social work practitioners working in
these international contexts.
Adopting a constructionist theoretical approach and based on Trevithick’s framework
for knowledge use in practice, the exploratory qualitative study was undertaken using
semi structured interviews with 17 Australian qualified social workers. The study
identified several influences on participants’ motivations for entry into international
practice, how prepared they were for the work and what they looked for to guide their

practice. Participants drew on a range of knowledge sources and were significantly
guided by personal and professional values. The study found that international
practice is a highly complex and difficult context and requires preparation, extensive
practice experience, content/context knowledge and professional insight.
Implications for social work education, practitioner preparation and support and the
general running of international programs are discussed and a new conceptual model for
international practice proposed.
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1.
EVOLUTIONARY JOURNEYS: INTERNATIONAL PRACTICE
EXPERIENCES OF AUSTRALIAN SOCIAL WORKERS
“Imagine centuries in which in the higher minds in the states, a noble
sense of world duty, a world consciousness, will struggle with mass
mentality and gradually pervade it” (Russell, as cited in Addams, 1930).

1.1.

Introduction

Social work is an international profession (L. Chenoweth, personal communication,
May 22, 2019). The International Federation of Social Workers [IFSW] comprises
almost one hundred and thirty four countries representing practitioners globally. Built
on the foundations of social justice, human rights and guided by evidence-based ethical
practice, social work works with people and communities in many jurisdictions and
organisational roles. As social work developed as a professional project in major
Western countries, social workers sought to engage with the developing world where
people faced many problems – poverty, wars, oppression, natural disasters, lack of
education options and major health problems. Historically, Western social work
approached these situations in several ways. Social workers reached out to these
countries via national foreign aid programs, charities and Non-Government
Organisations [NGOs]. Social work schools also invested in the development of local
social work training, working with groups and universities, to develop social work
education in nominated countries (P. Meemeduma, personal communication, February
12, 2016). This thesis focuses on how Australian-trained social workers understand, and
make meaning of their international practice, when working in Asian, Pacific, Middle
Eastern and African countries.
Chapter One explores the research premise, the origin of the research and the research
aim. This chapter highlights the significance of the research, the research methodology
(including theoretical perspective) design, and the research concepts. It also outlines the
research definitions and structure of the thesis. Finally, a Summary is provided.

1.2.

The Research Premise

There is an inherent assumption that global social work is a positive endeavour because
of its foundations on human rights and social justice (Australian Association of Social
2

Work [AASW], 2010; International Federation of Social Workers [IFSW]; International
Australian Association Schools of Social Work [IAASSW], 2012). This thesis aims to
interrogate these assumptions and explore more deeply whether the practice experiences
of Australian social workers in international roles reflect more general social work in
Australia. In short, we know very little about the international practice experiences of
Australian social workers – how they become involved in these roles, how prepared
they are for undertaking them, and how they manage during their periods working
overseas.
Anecdotally, it is apparent that Australian social workers, employed overseas, move
between similar environments, for example, transferring from Australia to the United
Kingdom. They work in diverse settings with Voluntary Services Overseas [VSO],
Australian Volunteers International [AVI], Plan International Australia, World Vision,
and Peace Corps (P. Meemeduma, personal communication June 17, 2016). According
to Cox and Pawar (2013) “The context of international social work is vast and complex,
yet often holds fascination to aspiring practitioners. More and more professionals, from
a wide range of disciplines and countries, have moved into international work” (p.73).
They state that professionals “find a niche within that complex of international
organizations, and frequently interact with some, or all of the sectors involved, and
therefore, develop some basic understanding of the network of global organizations and
how they function. Many find themselves obliged to improve their cross-disciplinary
abilities as they wrestle with highly complex situations that are often under resourced in
personnel and other terms” (p. 73).
They also identify that “workers encounter an ever-growing array of international laws,
conventions, and policies, some of which relate directly to what they are seeking to
achieve” (Cox & Pawar, 2013, p. 73). For example, Robertson (2000, p. 72, cited in
Cox & Pawar, 2013) is convinced customary international law is working to protect
human rights, though more work still needs to be undertaken. Deacon (1995, cited in
Cox & Pawar, 2013), reports that global social policy is already opening global policies
including the provision of welfare needs for refugees. Social workers have been aware
of global policy requirements, for example intercountry casework, intercountry
adaption, custody disputes across borders and corrections. Social workers have always
been aware of global poverty alleviation, unemployment and local level development.
They have always been aware of working with specialised human rights including
indigenous minorities, ecological concerns and other arenas which have utilised
3

international law and conventions to drive social change (Cox & Pawar, 2013, p.73). Ife
(2013) claims that social workers are currently practicing in an extremely complex
world. They need to understand the forces of globalisation (economic, ecological and
social) to connect with their international colleagues, and to represent themselves in an
informed fashion in international contexts. There is a need to understand the nature of
social workers’ practice as it becomes immersed across different contexts in diverse
cultures and jurisdictions. Questions of accountability, ethical practice, and the
dilemmas of working cross-culturally arise. Asquith, Clark, and Waterhouse (2005)
posit that:
The growing internationalisation of social problems has meant social work must
now have a more international outlook than before in seeking to address the
needs and experiences of individuals from different ethnic, cultural and political
backgrounds. There is the need for a greater international perspective in social
work, which is voiced in a number of the protocols of influential social work
bodies and finds expression in the number of social work training courses which
include fieldwork placements overseas. (p. 26)
They argue that if social workers are to effectively contribute to global social issues
grounded in the social, political, and economic realities, social workers require new
ways of thinking and understanding. They also require new models of practice. Modern
awareness will be the starting point for international action. Noted experts in the field of
higher education have long argued that a general world view achieved through
education in the history, literature, arts, religion and cultures of the world is an essential
part of being an ‘educated person’ (Healy & Link, 2012a). On embarking on this
research, it was evident there was limited practice knowledge about Australian social
workers working internationally. The gap in practice knowledge includes how many
social workers/members, or non-members, of The AASW are working internationally,
in what contexts and roles they are operating, and importantly, how they are practicing
internationally. For example, do they work within their code of ethics? How do they
resolve ethical dilemmas? Where practitioners may lack understanding, knowledge and
skills, there is the potential for outcomes, which are antithetical to social work values.
Issues such as cultural tensions, dilemmas and complexities, can result in complicating
and compromising practice. These situations have potential negative impacts on
families and communities.
4

While there is a paucity of research in this arena, there is an argument that social
workers could find themselves in situations where there is pressure to operate from a
top down, colonial imperialist model. This raises questions about anti-oppressive
practice and how social workers hold true to their values while working internationally.
International practice needs critical analysis to unpack complicated and compromised
practice situations. Building communities informally, requires a bottom up grassroots
approach to practice where the community drives the issues in terms of generating
change (Ife, 2013).
Given the limited research available, there is an increasing need to understand the nature
of that practice for Western-trained social workers as they become immersed in totally
different contexts, raising queries about accountability, ethical practice, and the
dilemmas of working cross-culturally. Developed and developing worlds are according
to Healy (2008) the most commonly used replacement terms for First and Third Worlds.
The labels North and South are also used. Healy (2008) refers to developed nations
located in the northern hemisphere and more developing nations located in the southern
hemisphere. These terms, according to Healy (2008), should be viewed more as political
identification than as geographical. For example, Australia located in the North. As a
starting point, this thesis questions the notion that we simply do not know how many
Australian social workers are working internationally and there is limited literature
available about how Australian social workers understand their international
experiences. Questions arise as to whether social work is beneficial and ethical, based
on assumptions that social work programs do good because social work is rights-based.
How valid are assumptions that practice automatically follows consistently from
espoused values and rhetoric? Can we continue simply to make these assumptions and
act on them without interrogating them? This thesis presents a comprehensive,
explorative investigation of social work practice undertaken by Australian social
workers working internationally in developing countries. This research seeks to
interrogate an unexamined aspect of Australian social work practice experience. It
explores how individual Australian social workers in the study experienced, understood
and responded to the practice experience context of working as a social worker.

1.3.

Research Motivation – An Insider Perspective

The qualitative researcher’s perspective is perhaps a paradoxical one: it is to be acutely
tuned-in to the experiences and meaning systems of others—to indwell—and at the
5

same time to be aware of how one’s own biases and preconceptions may be influencing
what one is trying to understand. (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 123). The decision to
undertake this research has been and continues to be influenced by my experiences in
the Asian region. I see myself as being an Inside Researcher, a researcher who conducts
study with populations of which they are also a member (Kanuha, 2000). As the
researcher, I share an identity, language and experiential base with the study
participants. Asselin (2003) states that it is best for the insider researcher to gather data
with her or his ‘eyes open’ but assuming that s/he knows nothing about the phenomenon
being studied. She points out that although the researcher might be part of the culture
under study, s/he might not understand the subculture, which points to the need for
bracketing assumptions (p. 734). Rose (1985) concurs, “There is no neutrality. There is
only greater or less awareness of one’s biases. And if you do not appreciate the force of
what you’re leaving out, you are not fully in command of what you’re doing” (p. 77).
The complete membership role provides the researcher with a certain amount of
legitimacy and/or stigma (Alder & Alder, 1987). Dwyer and Buckle (2009) outline the
insider role, which allows for participants to be more open with researchers, resulting in
the potential of greater in-depth data gathering.
Angrosino (2005) notes that a critique of the researcher’s insider role has developed “in
response to a greater consciousness of situational identities and to the perception of
relative power. By extension, researchers are increasingly making known their
membership identity in the communities they study” (p. 55). As an insider researcher
my thoughts resonate with Kirk (1984) who states that “As a qualitative researcher I do
not think being an insider makes me a better or worse researcher; it just makes me a
different type of researcher” (p. 1). Perhaps because of my background in practice, I
have always engaged in much self-reflection, and I continue to do so in my research.
As an international consultant working with United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund [UNICEF] and the Vietnamese Government between 2003 and 2006, I
started to question and challenge my own practice, and that of other Australian social
work practitioners, working in Vietnam. I observed good and not-so-good social work
practice during this time, with only those highly experienced social workers
successfully sustaining practice in this context. My belief is that self-sustaining social
workers hold a comprehensive set of social work competency-based skills, knowledge
and experience, a strong social work professional identity, which is relevant to the needs
of their practice context. Questions arose leading to my desire to want to know more
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about how Australian social workers practiced in complex and often difficult
environments when working in international contexts. I started to question how
Australian social workers, including myself, make sense of the complexities, dilemmas
and difficulties of their practice. How did they address these complexities and were they
ethically accountable for their practice in managing the complexities of it? Did they do
harm to others? If so, were they consciously aware of their intent? Who benefited from
their practice, if anyone? What guided or influenced their conceptual framework,
knowledge-based values, principles and skills?
During the time of my international practice, I observed interactions by Australian
social workers, which at times, I viewed to be ethically appropriate. I also observed
actions which would be deemed inappropriate ethically according to the AASW’s
(2010) Code of Ethics. These actions may have been unintentional ethical actions.
However, I have no doubt they were received as unethical. I witnessed social work
practitioners struggling with the complexities of the geographical demographic context
of their international practice in Asia. Reflecting upon these issues, I have come to
question Australian social workers’ international practice and that of my own practice
too.

1.4.

Research Significance

There is a paucity of empirical research which investigates Australian social work
practice in international contexts. At the time of writing, I believe this study will be the
first of its kind to examine Australian social work practice. There is limited literature
available about Australian international social work experiences.
The pathways to international practice for Australian social workers are many and
varied. The variety of roles include volunteers, in-kind workers, project workers for
large global NGOs, consultants and front-line humanitarian workers. Currently, we do
not even have basic quantitative data about the numbers and location of these workers.
Yet, the impact of these practitioners can be profound, both in positive as well as
negative ways. This study will make a significant addition to the field by providing
evidence of the experiences of Australian social workers’ international practice, as well
as identifying key ethical considerations. It may influence policy and practice at the
level of systems change and in-service provision contexts, both in Australia and
internationally. The process and findings of this research will provide new insights into
Australian social workers’ ethics and values, when working in an international setting.
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Methodological and ethical considerations about the inclusion of Australian social
workers’ experiences, which emerge during the research, will also provide new material
to the field.
Given limited quantitative data about the numbers and location of Australian social
workers who work overseas, the importance of the work of Australian social workers, at
least anecdotally is significant. For example, Australian social workers comprise a
significant number of social workers in the United Kingdom that they have formed their
own association there in conjunction with South African social workers. It is more
difficult, however, to identify the presence of Australian social workers employed
predominately in developing countries. It has been my observation that many of these
social workers work for international bodies such as the United Nations, World Vision,
Save the Children, and the Red Cross, and as a result they move around different
developing/developed countries, and hence numbers are less easily identifiable (P.
Meemeduma, personal communication, June 17, 2016).
There are several potential benefits from obtaining greater understanding of the
experiences and understandings of Australian social workers working internationally.
These benefits relate to an increased knowledge of the motivating factors in relation to
why some Australian social workers undertake to work predominantly in developing
countries. The research provides an opportunity to understand how Australian social
workers undertake to work principally in developing countries. The research also
provides a means of identifying the challenges workers face in working in developing
countries, and of the awareness of how practitioners understand and present themselves
as professional social workers. Trevithick (2012b) explores the practice perspectives
involved in the way we think about and interpret events, and the actions that we take in
social work, and notes that the acquired skills and interventions used constitute
knowledge, skills and values in practice. Trevithick’s (2012b) framework has been built
upon from scholars such as Connolly (2007); Gould (2006); Osmond (2005); Shaw
(2005); Pawson, Boaz, Grayson, Long, and Barnes (2003); Drury Hudson (1997); and
Rosen (1994). Staudt, Dulmus, and Bennett, (2003) support Trevithick’s framework
critical practice for those practitioners who spend most of their time on direct work but
who also undertake research on the everyday problems encountered in their agency.
Finally, the research provides an opportunity to increase our knowledge of the
international social work role. This can be utilised in the development of future social
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work education to increase Australian social workers’ interest in working in
predominantly developing countries, and support for the social workers employed there.

1.5.

Research Aims

This research aims to examine how Australian social workers understand and can better
understand the nature of their international practice. It seeks to identify and explore
Australian social work practitioners’ experiences and what guides those experiences in
international practice. Specifically, the research questions are: What are the practice
experiences of Australian social workers working internationally? How did they enter
international practice? What were their experiences during their practice? What
outcomes did they achieve? What guides practitioners in their international work?
Specifically, the study is interested in how social workers understand the nature of their
practice experiences.
To assist in this process Trevithick’s (2012 a & b) Generalist Skills and Knowledge
Framework is applied to provide an awareness of how practitioners present themselves
as professional social workers, adding a fresh perspective on professional knowledge,
identity and roles, for those who practice social work in an international context.
According to Trevithick (2008), this framework acknowledges the knowledge that all
parties bring to the encounter, it reframes and elevates the knowledge, recognising all
knowledge is relevant and is used in a way that can guide understanding and action. A
time-line process is used incorporating the following themes: entry into international
practice, experiences in international context, and outcomes from international
practice.
The second aspect as to what ‘guides’ Australian social workers’ practice, in an
international context explores how social workers use knowledge in different areas and
new knowledge, skills and interventions, in their practice and in what ways these guide
them. This raises an auxiliary question about whether other sources of knowledge,
outside that of social work, inform and guide their practice.
This study also explores how this new knowledge is understood and enacted, if at all, as
social work, particularly, whether it is understood as social work, and in what way may
it exist, if at all. In response to this question, I explore participants’ social work training,
and what guides their social work practice, including values, knowledge, identify, roles
and skills context, as well as non-social work references. The research questions how
practitioners understand and present themselves as professional social workers,
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including self-knowledge and intuition, to inform their communication. Also, how does
having new knowledge guide their practice?
As more Australian-trained and Australian practice-experienced social workers, in the
southern hemisphere (South), embark on working in developing regions in the northern
hemisphere (North), there is an increasing need to understand the context and nature of
their practice. For example, we do not know of the impact of similarity and difference
between social work practice settings on Australian social workers working
internationally. Nor do we know the impact of these similarities and differences upon
the social workers and their subsequent practice within these settings. Other questions
for critical analysis include: how did the social workers ethically understand and
respond to their practice setting in developing countries, many of which have poor civil
institutions? How is the impact of this reflected in problems of injustice, corruption and
disempowerment of many groups within these societies? How did the social workers
understand and respond to the concept of professionalism within a practice setting,
when social work may not be officially recognised as a profession, may not exist or may
be viewed as simply a form of charity? How did the social workers understand and
respond to the concept of organisational accountability when staff and managements’
Code of Ethics may not guide organisational practices? Is there something about social
workers’ practice that may be also uniquely Australian within this international practice
context?
As an Insider/Outsider researcher, I view social work as being a distinguishable
profession based on knowledge, values-based, relationships and skills. Bartlett (1970)
notes that it is an institutional structure. I believe there is an Australian social work
culture, since training incorporates teaching in the area of Australian context, which is
culturally specific in the context of case studies and the Australian welfare system.
Further research needs to tackle the complexity of Australian social workers working
overseas. Finding the conceptual language to discuss the experiences of Australian
social workers’ international social work practice is no easy task, nor are the
relationships which may exist between concepts for example, the relational definition of
the concept of Australian social work, international practice.

1.6.

Research Design

The research is a qualitative, exploratory, and interpretative study, underpinned by
social- constructionist epistemology. According to Crotty (2003), talking about the
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construction of meaning (epistemology) is related to the construction of a meaningful
reality (ontology). A critical lens is applied to the process, addressing issues of power
and ethics (Gray & Webb, 2014; Crotty 2003; Fook, 2002; Giddens, 2001; Trevithick,
2012 a & b), informed by postcolonialism, anti-oppressive practice (feminist), and
humanistic critical lens. The study was conducted with seventeen participants, using in
depth semi-structured interview questions.

1.7.

Definitions

The key research definitions outlined highlight a range of significant concepts in support
of the research. They include the definition of social work. According to IFSW (2014),
the global definition of social work states that:
social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that
promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the
empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human
rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are central to social
work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humanities and
indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to address life
challenges and enhance wellbeing.
For the purpose of this study, I define social work in reference to an academic and
practice-based professional discipline that seeks to facilitate the welfare of
communities, individuals, families and groups, guided by principles of social justice,
human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversity. In addition, defining
international social work is a somewhat complex task. There is much confusion and
debate over the use of the terms international, global and cross-national. Cross-national
is sometimes used interchangeably with international. According to Estes (1984), the
term cross-national has a more limited meaning and is used to apply comparisons or
transactions of, or between, several or a limited number of nations. Healy (2008, p. 11)
links the impact of globalisation with a call to professional practice. She notes that
international social work refers to four major professional functions as elements of
international, domestic-based practice and policy advocacy in situations with
international dimensions, international professional exchanges of personnel and ideas,
practice in international relief and development organisations, and participation in
global policy formulation and advocacy.
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Hugman (2010, p. 12) endorses the notion of crossing borders as core to international
social work. He highlights social work as international when the social worker, the
service user or the social issue moves between or connects two or more countries.
Akimoto (1995) posits that the term international social work is so complex and
amorphous, that there may not be such a concept. Is this correct or is the term
international social work any one of the above listed concepts, a combination of several
concepts, or an umbrella term that encompasses all these ideas?
Recent and historical literature and research highlights that the term international social
work is complex and can be described narrowly or broadly. Cox and Pawar (2013) place
emphasis on the global and promotion of social work education and practice, stating:
international social work is the promotion of social work education and practice
globally and locally, with the purpose of building a truly integrated international
profession that reflects social work’s capacity to respond appropriately and
effectively, in education and practice terms, to the various global challenges that
are having a significant impact on the well-being of large sections of the world’s
population. (p. 20)
This definition introduces an integrated perspectives approach incorporating global,
human rights, and ecological and social development perspectives (Healey & Link,
2012a, p. 11). For the purpose of this study, international social worker refers to any
Australian social worker, working in Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African
countries.
This thesis also examines the definition of Australian social work practice. According to
the Australian Association of Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards
[AASWEAS] (2015):
Social work practice is informed by professional education based on an analysis
and understanding of human behaviour and of complex social processes. It
accepts a commitment to working within a stated value position and code of
ethics. Social work practice is informed by professional education or an analysis
and understanding of human behaviour and of complex social processes. It
accepts a commitment to working within a staged value position and code of
ethics. An integral part of the education of each social worker is the
demonstration in practice setting of this analysis, understanding and
commitment. (p. 8)
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Social work is a profession, very strongly based on specific values. Social work practice
is what social workers do (P. Meemeduma, personal communication, June 17, 2016).
For the purpose of this study, Australian social work practice refers to defining the
activity/role of the Australian-trained social worker, which look like social work
activities, and are recognised as social work, including paid employment, as academics,
and volunteers who are paid people in Australia but not paid overseas when on vacation
or retired, or paid minimal entitlement income. In addition to these definitions, the
concept of ‘in country’ also needs defining for the purpose of this research. In country
refers to the contextual concept where participants conducted their international
practice. In country contexts would be identified as located in Asian, Pacific, Middle
East and African countries.

1.8.

Structure of the Thesis

This thesis begins with a comprehensive overview of the literature reporting on
Australian social work practice experience. It explores how individual Australian social
workers in the study experienced, understood and responded to the practice experience
context of working as a social worker working in developing countries. Empirical
evidence suggests there is limited research available, we simply do not know how
Australian social workers practice internationally. Therefore, there is an increasing need
to understand the nature of that practice for Western-trained social workers (North), as
they become immersed in totally different contexts. Questions of accountability, ethical
practice, and the dilemmas of working cross-culturally arise.
In addition to empirical literature on social work practice, Chapter Two explores the
practice experience literature, specifically highlighting previous empirical research,
exploring the historical antecedents of professional social work, the broader context of
the emergence of international social work, and critical debates in social work, social
work’s commitment to the global era. This chapter highlights the contested nature of
international social work practice. Contested debates continue to influence and impact
on the changing nature of the social work profession, concepts that prove useful for
contextualising international contested social work practices.
Chapter Three explores the practice-guide of international social work literature,
highlighting social worker‘s use of knowledge in practice. Literature Review has been
undertaken, which focuses on professional values, knowledge and skills as a platform
for understanding and guiding professional social work practice. Particular attention is
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paid to the role of professional knowledge in shaping Australian trained social workers
understanding why and how they undertake their practice. The literature examines the
relevant and appropriate methodologies, methods and conceptual approaches to think
about the research. In addition, this chapter outlines the conceptual framework of the
research and addresses process to highlight experiences through time. Trevithick’s
framework (2012 a & b) is used to reflect upon this process by exploring a model of
how professional knowledge is acquired over time. The Columbo Plan is also explored,
to support social workers’ interest in working internationally.
An overview and rationale for the research design and method is explored in detail in
Chapter Four, including discussions of the conceptual framework that supports the
research. This framework is located within the constructionist epistemology and utilises
the theoretical perspective of critical theory. The choice of critical theory allows the
explicit exploration of the ways that power is held and enacted by social workers. The
choice of qualitative research design is defended in relation to its suitability to this
project, and specifically, information being sought in the research. Of importance to the
methodology for the study is the influence of social work principles and this is
discussed with reference to researcher’s professional values and beliefs as a social
worker. This chapter then identifies the research question: What are Australian social
workers’ understanding and meaning of their international practice? Specifically, what
are the experiences of Australian social workers and what guides their international
practice? Methodological rigour is discussed, with strategies outlined to ensure a high
level of research rigour. Ethical issues such as consent, confidentiality, benefits and
risks of the research are presented, with limitations discussed. Issues relating to the
design of the research, such as sampling, participant criteria, recruitment, data collection
and management, and data analysis are discussed in detail.
The context of contemporary social work practice is discussed in Chapter Five, the first
of two chapters that present findings from the research. This chapter reports on a range
of experiences that existed for participants, as a result of working in a contested,
complex international practice arena. These findings support earlier empirical research
and discourse from the profession, which establishes a range of challenging experiences
that result from attempts to deliver on social work’s professional role in environments
that are resistant and sometimes hostile to the professional value base of social work.
Furthermore, exploring the context of contemporary practice, this chapter reports on the
complex and problematic role of power within contemporary international social work
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practice, with participants identifying a range of negative experiences, a result of the
complex nature of international practice in terms of both contextual and structural
power. What guides participant’s international practice, exploring whether participants
referenced knowledge as a point of reference for their practice, and whether new
knowledge used, was explored in Chapter Six: Findings Two. To assist in this process
Trevithick’s (2012 a & b) Generalist Skills, Knowledge and Values Framework was
applied, a method examining how knowledge is acquired. Central features of this
framework acknowledge that not only do participants use knowledge, new knowledge is
also identified. Moreover, the findings provide an awareness of how practitioners
presented themselves as professional social workers, adding a new fresh perspective on
professional knowledge, identity and roles, for those who practice social work, in an
international context.
The conclusion and implications that arise from the research are discussed in Chapter
Seven, which begins by bringing together the main themes of the research to identify a
range of implications for contemporary social work practice. Implications for the
practice have been identified for social work practitioners, AASW and social work
employers. Implications have also been identified for education and further research.
This research outlines the researcher’s motivation in undertaking the research:
establishing a rationale for significance and clarified definitions in terms and provided
an overall structure of the thesis. The following chapter presents the literature on which
the study is founded.

1.9.

Chapter Summary

This thesis acknowledges the significance of the research, the interpretative nature of
how individual Australian social workers in the study experienced, understand and
respond to their practice experience context of predominantly working as an Australian
social worker, in developing countries. The study also recognises the interpretative
nature of social workers’ use of knowledge in practice, and that of their new knowledge
creation.
Chapter Two explores the practice experience literature, the broader context of the
emergence of international social work, and critical debates in social work, social
work’s commitment to the global era.
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2.
PRACTICE EXPERIENCE LITERATURE REVIEWINTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK: THE TALE OF AN EMERGING
ACTIVITY IN SOCIAL WORK
“Thinking ... Doing ... Being. As you think, so will you be. And as you
are, so will you do” (Homonoff, 2008).

2.1.

Introduction, Context and Background

Chapter One outlined the research premise, the origin of the research and the research
aim. The chapter also highlights the significance of the research, the research
methodology, including theoretical perspective design, and the research concepts. It
addressed the research definitions and structure of the thesis. Chapter Two explores the
practice experience literature, specifically highlighting previous empirical research,
exploring the historical antecedents of professional social work, the broader context of
the emergence of international social work, and critical debates in social work, social
work’s commitment to the global era.
In addition, the literature outlines the practice experiences of international social work,
including preparation for international work, humanitarian crises, conflicts and
refugees, practice in disasters, student exchanges and social work education, practice in
other fields relevant to international work, cross-cultural work, Indigenisation, and First
Peoples. The research also identifies challenges and responses, and it addresses other
aspects of international practice including other professionals working internationally,
and interprofessional and interdisciplinary work. In addition, the research addresses the
knowledge gaps in international social work. This chapter also provides an outline the
Columbo Plan in support of Australian social workers entry into international practice.
In addition, the research addresses the knowledge gaps in international social work.
Finally, a conclusion and summary of the chapter is discussed.

2.2.

Historical Perspectives of Social Work

The emergence of the social work profession wasn’t without its critics during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Critical and contested debates challenged the
evolution of the profession, and at the same time, embraced the opportunities that
resulted in the changing focus of the profession. During this time, the profession
expanded to nearly every nation as well as increased its involvement in human rights
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and international movements. The social work profession was growing, both nationally
and internationally (Estes, 2010; Healy, 2008; Midgley, 2001). According to
Leighninger and Midgley (1997):
Individualist approaches, social reform movements, and the growth of public
social services have all contributed to the development of the social work
profession. The profession’s leaders were able to amalgamate individually
focused treatment, organize group pursuits, community activism, social reform
and other activities into a loosely designed practice methodology which formed
the basis of social work’s professional identity. (p. 11)

2.2.1. Historical Context
It is difficult to identify the exact date that marks the beginning of the profession of
social work, although there is consensus that it is was in the 1800s. The National
Association of Social Work declared 1998 to be the 100th anniversary of the profession
(Payne, 2014; Healy, 2008). However, according to Healy (2008) that year was the
anniversary of the first social work training course in the United States, which
comprised a six weeks summer training course for social workers held in New York in
1898. These early beginnings can be seen in the combination of activities to create
formal education and training for the various practices that was called ‘social work’ at
the time. A training course for young women interested in social work was organised in
Germany by Alice Salomon in 1899.
A series of events during the late 1800s contributed to the emergence of the profession
of social work, including the commencement of the European International Conference
on Charity and Welfare in 1856, the founding of the International Red Cross,
Switzerland in 1861, and Octavia Hill conducted the first training programs for social
workers in England in 1873. In 1877, the Charity Organisation Society began in
Buffalo, New York.
Healy (2008) discusses the historical remedial programs and problems associated with
poverty, which were devised in Britain and travelled across the Atlantic. Mary
Richmond visited London and looked to Britain’s friendly visiting for guidance on what
became American social casework. Toynbee Hall was opened in 1884. After visiting
Toynbee Hall in London, Jane Addams established Hull House in Chicago in 1889.
Mary Stewart, the first employed social worker, commenced working at the Royal Free
Hospital, London, in 1895.
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The first school of social work, The Institute for Social Work Training, began in
Amsterdam in 1899, offering a two-year course that included field work (Estes, 2010;
Healy, 2008). The School of Sociology established a two-year social work course. This
program grew out of the London Charity Organisation Society trainings in 1903. The
New York School of Philanthropy was founded in 1904. It was later known as
Columbia University School of Social Work. Social Workers from several countries
met at the International Congress of Woman in Canada in 1909. In 1915, Jane Addams
attended the Woman’s Peace Conference at the Hague and then travelled to Berlin to
meet with the German Chancellor to convince him to end World War One hostilities.
Other delegates travelled to other capitals involved in the war of nations (Healey,
2008b). During the following decades, the emerging profession broadened considerably
in response to other developments in its environment, especially in the United Kingdom
and the United States (Leighninger & Midgley, 1997). Law and order emerged in areas
with a focus on young offenders. Social work played a leading role in the establishment
of a probation service. Development in the health field similarly emerged, leading to the
development of hospital social work, and later a strong emphasis on psychiatric social
work (Healy, 2008). Midgley (1981) refers to the establishment of the medical model
and its significant impact on social work in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries and psychiatric social work. He notes that this model gained prominence by
the frequent use of social workers in work with shell-shocked patients during World
War One.
Eglantyne Jebb established Save The Children Fund in 1919. The International Labour
Organisation was also founded under the auspices of the League of Nations in 1919. It
is the oldest of the UN specialised agencies (Healy, 2008). In 1921, The International
Migration Services was founded with its headquarters in Geneva and New York. It was
later renamed International Social Services. Ida Pruitt began medical social work
services in a hospital in Beijing, China in 1921 (Healy, 2008). In 1922, social work
training commenced in a new sociology department at Yanjing University, Beijing, with
the assistance of Princeton University (Healy, 2008).
The Declarations of the Rights of the Child, authorised by Eglantyne Jebb, was adopted
by the League of Nations in 1924. The first school of social work in Africa was opened
at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, in 1924. The creation of the first school
of social work was established in the developing world in 1925, as a product of
international collaboration (Kendall, 2000). The first school of social work was opened
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in Latin America in Santiago, Chile, in 1925. The training school for social work was
founded in 1925 at the Free University of Poland, Warsaw, by Madame Helene
Radlinska. Nagpada Neighbourhood House (Settlement House) was opened in Bombay,
India by Dr Clifford Manshardt in 1926 (Healy, 2008).
The First International Conference of Social Work [ICSW] was held in Paris in 1928,
with approximately 2,500 participants from forty-two countries representing six
continents (Cox & Pawar, 2013). The International Permanent Secretariat of Social
Workers, predecessors to IFSW was also founded. The first world definition of social
work was announced in 1928. It wasn’t until 1928 two significant professional
organisations were founded:
•

the International Conference of Social Work (now the International Council on
Social Welfare - ICSW)

•

the International Committee of Schools of Social Work (now the International
Association of Schools of Social Work).

This was a credit to the enduring influence of pioneers of international professional
social work organisations (Healy, 2008).
From these meetings emerged three international professional bodies that continue their
work today: The International Association of Schools of Social Work, the International
Council on Social Welfare, and the International Federation of Social Workers.
Educators at the 1928 meeting discussed plans for an international school of social work
to further the goal of cross-national exchange of ideas and practices (Healy, 2012).
These three international organisations continue to be the key global organisations
uniting social work internationally, although each have over the years evolved
distinctive roles (Cox & Pawar, 2013). In 1929, the International Association of Schools
of Social Work (IASSW) was established with forty-six member schools in ten
countries subsequent to its initial creation at the 1928 conference (Healy, 2008). Estes
(2010) notes that the establishment of the International Association of Schools of Social
Work and the International Federation of Social Work in 1928 and 1929, gave stimulus
to the profession in organising social work practitioners and educators globally. These
two major international social work organisations provided leadership in the formation
and connection of international agencies and international development organisations to
social work world-wide.
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International technology transfer was essential in the development of social work in the
nineteenth century, as noted by the rapid spread of both the Charity Organisation
Society and the Settlement Movement from Europe to the United States (Estes, 2010).
In 1931, Jane Addams was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. She was awarded the Silver
Medal for Merit to the State by the Prussian Cabinet, and the School she founded was
named the Alice Salomon School of Social Work (Healy, 2008). The Tata Institute of
Social Sciences was founded in 1936 in Bombay, and it was the first school of social
work in India (Healy, 2008). Egypt also opened its first school of social work in Cairo in
1936 (Healy, 2008).
The first International Survey of Social Work Education was published in 1937. Alice
Salomon conducted the survey, which was funded by the Russell Sage Foundation. That
year, she was also stripped of all her honours and her name was removed from the
school of social work. She was expelled from Germany by the Gestapo and began a new
life in exile in New York (Healy, 2008).
In 1938, The Moyne Commission was founded as a result of unrest in Jamaica and this
led to the expansion of social welfare and community development in the then British
West Indies (Healy, 2008). In the following year, the first technical assistance program
of the US government encouraged social work educators from Latin America to go to
the United States for training. During 1939-46, all international meetings of social
workers were suspended, including the 4th International Conference which was planned
to convene in 1940 (Healy, 2008).
In 1941, The Jan H. Hofmeyr School of Social Work was established in South Africa,
the first school of social work for South African non-whites (Healy, 2008). The United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration [UNRRA] was established by forty
four nations to solve the relief needs of the thirty-five countries invaded by powers in
World War Two in 1943. Between 1944-47, many social workers contributed to relief
efforts in Europe and China through the UNRRA (Healy, 2008). The formation of the
United Nations (UN) with fifty-one nations as members of the General Assembly was
established in 1945. The World Health Organisation [WHO] was formed at the request
of Brazil at the founding convention of the United Nations. United Nations International
Children’s Fund [UNICEF] was founded in 1946 (Healy, 2008). The UN adopted the
Declaration of Human Rights [UNDHR] in 1948. The first United Nations Survey of
Social Work Education was published, authored by Katherine Kendall in 1950. In 1952,
social work and other social sciences were abolished as fields of study in the People’s
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Republic of China (Healy, 2008). The second United Nations Survey of Social Work
Education was published in 1955 (Healy, 2008).
The International Federation of Social Workers was established in 1956 (Healy, 2008).
In 1958, the Training for Social Work: Third International Survey was published by the
United Nations. A valuable study, it explored the nature of social work. It was authored
by Eileen Younghusband. In 1958, The Journal of International Social Work was
launched by the International Association of Schools of Social Work [IASSW], the
International Council of Social Work [ICSW], and the International Federation of Social
Work (Healy, 2008).
In 1962, the United States Council on Social Work Education adopted a curriculum
policy statement requiring students to gain knowledge of international issues. Between
1963and 1968, the United States Department of State appointed social welfare attaches
to the U.S. embassies in Brazil (Mary Catherine Jennings) and India (Ruby Pernell)
(Healy, 2008). In 1968, the United Nations International Conference of Ministries
Responsible for Social Welfare was convened (Healy, 2008). The following year, the
United Nations adopted the Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (Healy, 2008).
In 1971, The fifth Survey of Social Work Education was published by the UN (Healy,
2008). In 1976, the International Code of Ethics was adopted by the International
Federation of Social Workers at its meeting in Puerto Rico (Healy, 2008). Between
1977-78, the Inter-University Consortium for International Social Development was
founded. This was later named the International Consortium for Social Development
(Healy, 2008). In 1979, the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (Healy, 2008). In 1980, social work
was re-established in China and parts of Eastern Europe (Healy, 2008).
The United Nations Interregional Consultation on Development of Social Welfare
Policy and Programmes was conducted in Vienna, Austria in 1987 (Healy, 2008). The
International Federation of Social Work published a set of policy papers for social work
on global issues in 1988 (Healy, 2008). The subsequent year, the United Nations
adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Healy, 2008). In 1994, Human
Rights and Social Work: A Manual for Schools of Social Work and the Social Work
Profession was published by the United Nations, a result of an IFSW/IASSW/UN
project (Healy, 2008). A revised Code of Ethical Principles was adopted by IFSW at its
meeting in Sri Lanka that year too (Healy, 2008). In 1995, the World Summit for Social
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Development was held in Copenhagen, Denmark, and in the following year, IFSW
issued a policy statement on Human Rights (Healy, 2008).
The United Nations Interregional Consultation on Development of Social Welfare
Policy and Programmes was conducted in Vienna, Austria in 1987 (Healy, 2008). The
International Federation of Social Work published a set of policy papers for social work
on global issues in 1988 (Healy, 2008). The subsequent year, the United Nations
adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Healy, 2008). In 1994, Human
Rights and Social Work: A Manual for Schools of Social Work and the Social Work
Profession was published by the United Nations, a result of an IFSW/IASSW/UN
project (Healy, 2008). A revised Code of Ethical Principles was adopted by IFSW at its
meeting in Sri Lanka that year too (Healy, 2008). In 1995, the World Summit for Social
Development was held in Copenhagen, Denmark, and in the following year, IFSW
issued a policy statement on Human Rights (Healy, 2008).
In 2000, IFSW adopted a new definition of social work and world leaders adopted the
United Nations’ Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals
(Healy, 2008). In 2004, IFSW and IASSW adopted Ethics in Social Work: Statement of
Principles, which was a revised global ethics document (Healy, 2008). IASSW and
IFSW also adopted Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training in 2000
(Healy, 2008). In 2006, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was the first significant human rights
convention of the twenty-first century (Healy, 2008). In 2007, IFSW declared 27 th
March 2007 to be the first world ‘Social Work Day’ (Healy, 2008).

2.2.2. History of Social Work Education
The profession of social work education began, usually, with in-service training for
various areas of work, established initially by either private societies or government
departments, depending on where the most workers were employed (Healy, 2008).
According to Midgely (2001), over the years these training courses were moved into the
educational institution, and particularly universities. Social work education training was
in the United Kingdom and the United States, which in turn lead to the emergence of
professional social work. The ongoing development of social work was mainly
influenced by these countries because many social work leaders went to them for
advanced education in social work (Midgely, 2001). Thus, the growth of social work as
a profession in different countries owes much to international collaboration.
22

Hokenstad and Kendall (1995) claim that there have been several periods of particularly
intense international social work activity. The formative exchanges of the early decade
of the twentieth century were followed by a second burst of international activity after
the Second World War when social workers in the western industrial countries
promoted the expansion of professional social work in the newly independent
developing countries. Today, as social work is expanding in the former communist
nations and in China, international exchanges are again being accelerated (Midgley,
2001).
The establishment of the profession of social work education closely reflects its
historical roots (Healy, 2008). The founders of social work exchanged ideas and
experiences, and in the late-nineteenth century, innovations in some industrialising
countries were transferred to others. Those early beginnings can be viewed as the
combination of activity to create formal education and training for the various practices
that were called ‘social work’ at the time (Cox & Pawar, 2013; Estes, 2010; Healy,
2008, 2008b; Midgely, 2001; Hokenstad & Kendall, 1995).

2.2.3. Critics
The history of professional social work reflects a time of contested debates in relation to
the professionalisation of social work education amongst researchers, educators, and
practitioners, at the same time the profession was growing both nationally and
internationally. The emergence of professional social work was not without its critics
throughout the early years, a result of societal influences, changing service delivery
practices, globalisation, education, and professionalisation (Healy, 2008). Addams’
challenge to the Charitable Organisations Societies, exemplified in the work of Mary
Richmond, led to a move away from the moralistic notion that fault was to be found in
the failings of the individual and not the system (Reisch & Andrews, as cited in
Greenslade, 2013; Ehrenreich, 1985). The tension between the two approaches
associated with Addams and Richmond evolved into two camps within the profession;
those that gave gradience to the casework relationship and those that supported a larger
structural reading and the associated social reform that accompanied (Greenslade,
2013).
The emerging social work profession was also challenged by critics such as Flexner
(1915) who was concerned with the nature of the social work profession. According to
Flexner, social work was not a profession because it had not limited or defined its own
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area, and its efforts were mainly directed towards supplementing the work of other
professions (Popple, 1995, as cited in Healy, 2008). In 1917, Mary Richmond’s
publication, Social Diagnosis, had a significant impact on the professionalisation of
social work in Europe and United States. It was also heralded as an answer to Flexner’s
statement, in that social work was not a profession because it did not have a body of
educational transmissible techniques and because the boundaries of social work were
too broad (Popple, 1995).

Summary
Challenges existed and new opportunities arose for social work in the early 1900s. Even
with cutbacks in the state welfare systems and financial instability resulting in increased
scarcity of resources, social work expanded world-wide with regional cooperation,
resulting in new opportunities for the profession. Social work was faced with new
challenges including HIV/AIDS, human trafficking, natural disasters (Healy, 2008) In
addition, social work is also facing challenges in the global world, including climate
change, migration, food shortage, and colonisation (Pyles, 2016; Alston, 2014;
Dominelli, 2014; Phillips, 2009).

2.3.

International Social Work

The history of internationalisation of the social work profession is connected to the rise
of social problems, a result of global interactions and economic interdependence of
countries around the world. Lorenz (1994) states that all social work is enmeshed in
global processes of change.
Social work, as a profession continues to be challenged by a range of everyday
universal problems such as poverty, child abuse, refugees, family breakdown, neglect,
women’s issues, drug addition, aging populations, while new problems are emerging
(Healy, 2008). For example, the global spread of Aids, resulting in the abandonment of
orphaned children has resulted in the mustering of children as child soldiers in Uganda.
Increasing negative approaches to immigration policy, along with the denial of basis
rights and services to migrants have created a host of new waves of refugees and
displaced persons. Such social problems are, and have been affected by globalisation
(Healy, 2008). World-wide interdependence affects social work practice. Social work
sets the environment for the practice of international social work in the twenty-first
century (Healy, 2008).
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2.3.1. Emergence and Definition
The definition of international social work, has according to Healy (2008), been the
subject of much debate, resulting in confusion during recent decades in relation to terms
such as international, global, and cross-national. International social work remains a
complex concept, comprising component concepts. Several authors have critiqued the
existing definition of international social work over recent decades. Kimberley (1984)
argues that international social work should be left open for broad interpretation rather
than prematurely limiting its scope. Sanders and Pederson (1984) define international
social work broadly and generally as those “social work activities and concerns that
transcend national and cultural boundaries” (p. 8); they advise scholars to keep the
definition broad and open to encourage further work. Akimoto (1995) argues that “the
concept is so complex and amorphous that there may be no such thing as international
social work” (p.8).
Lyons (1999) states that international social work is a nebulous concept, with elements
of cross-cultural comparison and applications of international perspectives to local
practice, as well as participation in policy and practice activities which are more cross
national or supra-national in character. Later, Healy (2008) links the impact of
globalisation with a call for professional action on global practice and policy issues.
Healy’s definition identifies four major professional functions as elements of
international social work: domestic-based practice and policy advocacy in situations
with international dimensions, international professional exchange of personnel and
ideas; practice in international relief and development organisations, and participation in
global policy formulation and advocacy. Ahmadi (2003) calls for a focus or refocusing
of international social work on promotion of human rights, democracy, social justice,
conflict prevention, and peace.
Some scholars reject the validity of an international or global social work. Webb (2003)
argues that social work is inherently local and requires deep understanding of local
culture. He states that social work “has no clearly identified or legitimate mandate in
relation to globalization” and concludes that “global social work is a practical
impossibility” (p. 193) and no more than a vanity for the profession. Webb’s argument
appears to be based on a narrow definition of social work that excludes its policy and
advocacy functions.
Gray and Fook (2004, p. 369) highlight a quest for universalism in social work. They
define universal social work as a form of social work that transcends national
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boundaries and has a global face such that there are commonalities in theory and
practice across widely divergent contexts. Healy (2008) challenges this statement,
arguing that international social work is not the same as universal social work. She
posits that international social work indeed transcends national boundaries and gives
social work a global face, but more in terms of actions and presence on the international
scene than in terms of sameness or uniformity.
Haug (2005) critiques the Western domination of the field. Haug’s definition is value
focused: “international social work includes any social work activity anywhere in the
world, directed towards global social justice and human rights, in which local practice is
dialectically linked to the global context” (p. 9). Cox and Pawar (2013) add an emphasis
on the global and the local promotion of social work education and practice to ensure
the profession is established throughout the world. Payne and Askeland (2008) argue for
postmodern analysis to combat the growing inequality and injustice that results from
globalisation. An increasing number of international social work definitions are linked
to function with value focused ends.
A new global definition of social work provides a revised set of ethical principles that
recognise both the imperative of universal values and the complexities of many local
expressions, and the first ever adopted Global Standards for Education and Training of
the Social Work Profession (IASSW/IFSW, 2014). The definition of international social
work is still debatable, though for the purpose of this research, Cox and Pawar’s (2013)
definition is applied:
International social work is the promotion of social work education and practice
globally and locally, with the purpose of building a truly integrated international
profession that reflects social work’s capacity to respond appropriately and
effectively, in education and practice terms, to the various global challenges that
are having a significant impact on the well-being of large sections of the world’s
populations. It introduced an integrated perspectives approach incorporating,
global, human rights, ecological and social development perspectives. (p. 9)

2.3.2. Critical Global Debates
The internationalisation of social work reflects a period of contested debates with
educators, researchers and practitioners addressing the complexities and challenges
facing the growing and evolving nature of the profession (Estes, 2010; Healy, 2008;
Midgley, 2001). By the 1930s, social work had spread from the advanced industrial
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countries of the global north to some countries in the south through colonial
relationships (Midgley, 1981). Cox and Pawar (2013) describe how social work
accompanied colonialism, essentially to meet the needs and aspirations of the colonial
powers, rather than to allow social work to contribute to these countries’ development.
One of the most significant global trends of the 1950s through to the 1970s was the
achievement of independence from colonial rule by many countries in Africa and Asia.
During this period there was an increasing concern with social development. Social
work became either emerged as part of the social development movement or became
associated with social development as a practice in some countries (Hall & Midgley,
2004). Healy (2008) reports that the preoccupation with domestic problems within the
United States in the 1960s and 1970s resulted in the near elimination of flourishing
internationalism. The United Nations Conference of Ministers of Social Welfare (1968)
challenged the profession to find new approaches to social welfare through weight on
development function, resulting in a stronger emphasis on community work, an
important avenue to social development. This approach was well short of what would
be needed for full participation in national development programs (Healy, 2008). In
other countries, however, if this connection was not made, the development of social
work would follow the Western model of what Midgley (1981, 1997) describes as
‘remedial welfare’, known as ‘post colonialism’ or ‘neo-colonialism’.
While educators in the developing countries were voicing their discontent with the
Western-orientated model of social work education, a missed opportunity resulted for
educators in the Western world who did not actively take part in the development
debate (Midgley, 1981, 1997). There became an increasing need for stronger and clearer
ideas regarding the profession’s central focus in examining social workers’ perceptions
of their practice (Bartlett, 1970). During this time the profession was observed to not
have tied its knowledge and competence. It was therefore difficult for social work to
define its area of central concern (Bartlett, 1970).
While debates persist, and differences of opinion continue to exist about whether a
commitment to international social work is genuinely relevant and beneficial for the
global community, and specifically the social work profession, it is obvious that much
more needs to be done if the profession is to claim that it has truly transcended its
preoccupation with local concerns and has adopted a broad, international perspective
(Estes, 2010; Healy, 2008; Midgely, 1981). There seems to be ambiguity about whether
a greater commitment to internationalism is, in fact, a desirable goal for social work
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(Midgely, 1981). While most social workers will support the idea of enhanced
internationalisation, many will be uncomfortable with the proposition that social work
should be committed to international ideology (Midgley, 1981). The field of
international social work continues to be a contested arena, more so now than ever
before.

2.4.

Practice Experiences of International Social Work

2.4.1. Preparation for International Work
This research highlights a growing shift in the literature from theoretical to practice in
certain fields of international social work literature, including preparing students for
international practice. Social work is experiencing international practice opportunities,
especially in Australian social work universities where social work students can
undertake international field placements, and international social work exchanges/study
tours. Jones, Rowe, and Miles (2017) explore a critical approach to preparing social
work students for international study experiences. They describe the preparation process
developed for a group of Australian students undertaking international study
experiences in Asia. They particularly highlight the content of an online ‘intercultural
learning module’, examining a process that moves beyond notions of privilege. Critical
reflection on self and culture to develop intercultural practice skills is discussed and
student reflections on the value and impact of these materials is discussed. Heron
(2005) explores the changes and challenges in preparation of Canadian social work
students for practicums in the sub-Saharan African context. Heron suggests there is a
need for Canadian schools of social work to incorporate issues of risk in their
preparation processes for international practicum students. He also notes that care must
be taken to structure learning opportunities, including post-practicum de-briefing that
enables students to develop a social justice-based comprehension of the situations they
encounter in international contexts.
Magnus (2009) explores social work students’ preparation in undertaking cross-cultural
clinical placements. More than sixty students taking a Bachelor of Arts in social work at
Bergen University College, Norway, have completed a clinical practice placement in
Tanzania since the commencement of the program in 1999. The learning results from
the program highlight the development of students’ personal competencies. From a selfknowledge perspective there is an important link to the development of social work
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students’ awareness of diversity of values. Magnus (2009) outlines the development of
the ‘reverse-mission’ approach meaning that knowledge of social work practice in other
countries provides a foundation for critical reflection that extends and enriches the
social work students’ practice at home, as informed participants in policy debates and as
advocates for just and innovative solutions for social problems.
Cleak, Anand, and Das (2014) focus on the evaluation of social work students’
experiences in an international placement. The research explores the relevance of
international field placements for students, drawing samples from students who have
graduated to provide a distinctive perspective in which to compare their international
placement with their other placements as well as evaluating the benefits and drawbacks
for them in terms of their career, employment opportunities and current professional
practice. Cleak, Anand, and Das (2014) identify that there is a need for international
programs to do more than just engage students in an international context in order for
them to attain cultural competence. There is a need to establish robust and sustained
links with international agencies, which can teach and test out critical thinking and ideas
in practice settings (Clare, 2007; Fook & Askeland, 2007). The challenge posed by
globalisation requires social work courses to play an important role in training the future
social work workforce to begin to develop knowledge, skills and values consonant with
cultural awareness and community development knowledge and skills.

Summary
Challenges and difficulties exist for Australian trained social workers working
internationally. There is a need for social workers to be prepared for entry into
international practice (P. Meemeduma, personal communication, June 17, 2016).
Freeman and Rizvi (2014) highlight the need for increasing training for workers
wishing to enter international practice. This research reveals gaps in the literature still
exist in relation to preparing Australian social workers for international practice.

2.4.2. Humanitarian Crises, Conflicts and Refugees
This study highlights a slowly but growing body of literature stemming from social
workers’ practice in working with the global humanitarian crisis/conflict and refugee
situation. Recent literature discusses evaluation of humanitarian service models, cultural
competences, cultural consciousness of and workers’ responses to working in disaster
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contexts, and food security. Chang (2007) examines the need for cultural competence
with international humanitarian workers.
Vickers and Dominelli (2015) explore social work students’ responses to the 2004
Tsunami in Sri Lanka. The research identifies students’ perceptions of their preparation
before going overseas, the support they received while abroad, their debriefing upon
return, and implications of their experiences for empowering approaches to
humanitarian aid. Both the Institutional Model and Professional Practice Model
partnerships enable students to reflect upon their cultural and material status in the
world. This process assists students in preparing for a more equitable international
engagement.
Bragin et al. (2016) apply the DACUM [Develop-A-Curriculum] method in
Afghanistan examining the building of a cultural relevant social work for children in the
midst of armed conflict. In collaboration with two international schools of social work,
the Afghan government initiated national social work standards and curricula by
engaging local practitioners in defining their work and core competencies through
DACUM. The DACUM methodology enabled a systematic learning from Afghans
working in child protection social work from community through managerial levels.
This methodology also provided the opportunity to engage practitioner and rights
advocates with government and university partners to collaborate and develop the
profession in a cultural context. This process prepared Afghans to establish and
implement national priorities in social welfare. The research highlights several
limitations, which occurred in applying curricula for the study.
Moore (2011) conceptualises the ‘humanicrat’ as being a front-line worker who is
identified as being part humanitarian and part bureaucrat. Moore examines the social
production of compassion, indifference, and hospitality in long-term camps in a case
study example in norther Uganda. Questions arise as to why one team displays emotions
of compassion and indifference, and the other team demonstrates hostility towards the
displaced people. Moore (2011) highlights the need for humanicrats and humanicratic
organisations to reveal their honest internal reflections. Moore (2011) argues that there
is a need for humanicrats to create and change displays of indifference and hostility to
the rest of the world.
Suárez, Newman, and Reed (2008) explore critical consciousness and cross-cultural
/intersectional social work practice. The research presents a complex case example of a
refugee Muslim family to articulate the processes that workers can use to deepen critical
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consciousness when working with clients. By applying a critical consciousness or
critical social work perspective contextualises analysis and practice by considering the
intersections and interrelationships between people and their social contexts.
Sharif (2017) examines refugee-led humanitarianism in Lebanon’s Shatila camp. In
order to limit the marginalisation of the established Palestinian refugees, Sharif (2017)
stresses the importance of re-evaluating the effectiveness of current programs by taking
into consideration refugees’ own views about empowering them as key persons in their
own lives. Syrian refugees’ re-entry to ‘normality’ and their role of service industries
are explored by Shneikat and Ryan (2018) who examine Syrian refugees’ ability to
integrate themselves into a host society and the resources they use to undertake this
process.
Refugees are identified as being resilient, resourceful and adaptable. Shneikat and Ryan
(2018) also identify that there is a need for a socio-economic framework to provide the
opportunity to achieve the sense of re-established normality. A paradigm shift towards
human rights and evidence-based service in the provision of mental health is inevitable
given the research. From an international social work perspective, Phillips (2009)
explores food security and women’s health from a feminist perspective. This research
argues that to achieve effective outcomes for the most vulnerable, feminist frameworks
should be adopted in international social work. Midgely (2007) encourages social
workers to enhance their advocacy effort in the international context. He also states that
it is vital for social workers and their associations to join forces with other international
organisations but in order to address women’s access to food security and a reduction in
poverty, there should be a focus on women’s NGOs and women-focused development.

Summary
Literature is steadily arising in this field of practice, though, there is a greater emphasis
is warranted on social workers’ international practice experiences since little is known
about social workers’ practice experience in this field.

2.5.

Practice in Disasters

Recent research literature highlights a growing body of practice knowledge developing
in the field of practice in disasters, including the development of knowledge and skills
in such areas as decolonisation, social workers’ practice experiences, global challenges,
implications for service delivery/responses and training needs for social workers,
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climate change, emerging focus on environmental social work, and promoting
environmental justice through green social work practice.
Cooper and Briggs (2014) examine the activities of Australian social workers in
disasters, addressing social workers’ practice experiences, highlighting some of the
challenges, dilemmas, learning and implications for future service delivery. The
literature examines the activities of social workers, working in Asian and Pacific
countries, and identifies specific training needs required (Healy, 2007). Cooper and
Briggs (2014); and Rowland (2013) outline the need for the inclusion of disaster
management skills in the study of social work. Rosenthal (1991) explores social
workers’ interests in international practice in the developing world. Hokenstad and
Midgley (2004) examine social workers’ lessons from abroad.
Manning, Millar, Newton, and Webb (2007) explore lessons learnt from Australian
social workers working in international disaster relief. The literature outlines lessons
learnt from Australian Centrelink workers, highlighting workers’ descriptions of
practical help given to Australian families caught in the Thai tsunami in 2004. A whole
of-government practical help approach was provided incorporating Australian
government departments: Department of Human Services (Centrelink), the Department
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the Australian Federal Police, Emergency Management
Australia, and the Australian Defence Force. As Family Liaison Officers, Centrelink
social workers, in their role supported Australians by providing personal support to
those affected and family members, and they assisted, working with government
agencies. The offshore service delivery framework and the role undertaken by
Australian social workers are discussed in the literature.
Hargreaves (2015) explores Australian social workers’ roles, at strategic and service
intervention levels, when responding to disasters and emergency events at a local level
such as the Victorian bushfires in 2009, and at an international level, such as the Bali
bombing in 2002, in shaping policy responses by government. Maglaiilic (2018)
examines the lessons from social research on natural disasters. He proposes a new
disaster intervention model, which offers insights into the relevance of social work
theory for a reconceptualization of grass-roots’ social work, as well as organisational
and inter-organisational practices. He questions the role of social work knowledge in
disaster contexts. Pyles, (2016) argues that if disaster recovery is to be transformative
and sustainable, decolonising disaster social workers need to deconstruct social
discourses and revise disaster social work practice, in a way that centres on the role of
32

the social environment on vulnerability and recovery. Gillespie (2013) interrogates how
the vulnerability perspective offers social work a way to build on its roots to contribute
significantly to the disaster field, and to reduce the human and material losses from
disaster. Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985); Kolb (1984); and Dewey (1933) highlight
the importance of experiential learning as being an important pedagogy for social work
students in disaster management. Social work, climate change and global co-operation
are explored by Alston (2014). She highlights a need for social workers to take up the
global challenge of climate change and environmental action.
Principles guiding practice and responses to recent disasters in New Zealand are
discussed by Brown (2011). This research outlines the responses to support local
leadership in the Canterbury and Christchurch region. Brown (2011) focuses on
renewing as an important stage where schools start to focus on developing resilience
with an emphasis on looking to the future and finding new sense of hope.
Environmental social work is also highlighted by Ramsay and Boddy (2017). They
develop a concept analysis framework, which identifies the attributes and characteristics
of environmental social work. Gray and Coates (2012) draw attention to the importance
of a broad knowledge base and working in unison with other professions in order to
respond effectively to the many dimensions of climate change and environmental
degradation. Responding to the challenges of environmental destruction, according to
Gray and Coates (2012) has opened opportunities for the profession to re-evaluate its
foundational knowledge and obligations.
Promoting environmental justice through green social work practice is a key challenge
for practitioners and educators, according to Dominelli (2014). She stresses that social
work educators and practitioners have an important role to play in developing and
sustaining environmental justice that upholds human and citizenship-based rights,
ensuring such concerns are covered in social work curricula. Dominelli (2012a)
proposes that the environmental model in Green Social Work promises a constructive
and sustainable way forward.

Summary
The literature highlights a strong movement towards environmental and green social
work, especially, a growing emphasis on exploring environment social justice issues, in
support of social work curriculum development. It remains scant, particularly in relation
to this field of practice, though there is a desire and commitment to continue to address
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issues of climate change and global environmental issues facing the world (Alston,
2014). There are still gaps in the literature in supporting social workers and preparing
workers for entry into international practice. Training is an important element that needs
to be explored.

2.6.

Student Exchanges and Social Work Education

The research literature highlights a steady contribution of literature in relation to student
exchanges and the changing nature of social work education in recent years. Grave
(2014); Wallimann (2014); Zufferey (2012); Pease (2015, 2006); and Schiller (2006)
explore emerging trends in education and practice, and the need for implementation of
transnational social work. Law and Lee (2014); Sewpaul (2010); and Wijewardena
(1967) refer to social work values as having been examined, addressing postmodern
ethics and the global standards for social work education and training. Workers’
experiences and reflections are documented, though, limited in range, they provide both
historical and relevant literature in support of international practice.
Yan and Tsang (2005) explore a snapshot on the development of social work education
in China. Yellow Bird (1999) examines reflections on teaching diversity. Yan and Tsui
(2007) investigate Western social work literature from America, and practice in China.
Hong and Song (2010) also address international social work practice issues.
McCafferty (2004) examines group supervision for social work students during their
field placements: as an international comparison. Pettys, Panos, Cox, and Oosthuysen
(2005) discuss four models of international field placements. Sossou, and Dubus (2013)
explore international social work field placement/volunteer tourism, and they develop
an asset-based justice-learning field experience. Doel (2009) explores travellers’ guides
for social work placements. Baum (2011) examines social work students’ feelings and
concerns about the ending of their fieldwork supervision.
There is limited research literature available that explores social workers’ access to
international social work supervision within an international practice context. Australian
Learning and Teaching Council (2010) examines a guide to supervision in social work
field education generally, though not specifically in an international context. Recent
Australian literature explores a new selection of discussions regarding international
social work student exchanges and education. Cleak et al. (2016) evaluate social
workers’ experiences in an international placement. Miles and Jones (2016) explore
international student exchanges in social work, developing student perspectives about
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global citizenship. Miles, Dhephasadin, Na Ayudhaya, and Harris (2014) also examine
student exchanges in terms of preparing graduates for social work practice in globalised
environments. They interrogate the contested concepts of ‘partnership’ in international
student exchange programs. Jones et al. (2017) explore a critical approach to preparing
social work students for international experiences. Zuchowski et al. (2015a) discuss
international social work student exchanges, highlighting the facilitating of good
practice in Australia and the Pacific. Zuchowski et al. (2015b) also discuss the
collaboration and reciprocity in international social work student exchanges from a
critical perspective. Miles et al. (2014) examine the mutual benefit in international
student exchanges, possibilities and challenges.
The professionalisation of international social work education is acknowledged and
recognised by the social work professional bodies (AASW, 2015). Research outlines the
professional documents guiding and regulating Australian social workers’ practice, both
nationally and internationally. AASW (2015) offers a set of principles, standards and
graduate attributes for social work education. These standards are used as criteria for the
accreditation of a professional social work course with the AASW. The AASW aligns
with the IFSW, and the Association of Schools of Social Work [IASSW] (2004) in the
development of global standards for the education and training of the social work
profession and in promoting the development of social work education throughout the
world. Mlcek (2003) questions this statement. She discusses strategies and content
material from Charles Sturt University with practitioners in the field to develop
crosscultural competencies to prepare their students to work in the profession. A critical
reflection framework explores assumptions embedded within practice.
Dilemmas in international and cross-cultural social work education are explored by
Nagy and Falk (2000). Their findings highlight a need for social workers to develop a
global consciousness and new types of knowledge and skills. They posit the minimum
requirement social workers need to be prepared to work locally in an increasingly
multicultural society. This requires an international consciousness so that they are
cognisant of the ways in which global events and forces affect the world’s people. There
is a voice calling for the internationalisation of social work education. Progress in this
area has been slow, despite rapid changes in the global world. According to Nagy and
Falk (2000), there is a need to experiment with and report the results of using new
approaches and new global perspectives in the classroom.
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Aquila-Idanez and Buraschi (2014) address international development studies in social
work curriculum content. Ibrahim (2017) also examines globalisation and international
social work education in a comparative study of Palestine, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Oman,
Yemen, Egypt, Libya and Morocco. Their findings identify that participants’ attitudes
were weak in the area of globalisation and international social work education. There
was also a marked absence of sustained contact with social work professionals and
scholars from other regions and countries. The research highlights a need for training of
social work majors on the practice of the social work profession in other countries and
broadening of their cultural horizons to work locally in multi-lingual communities.
Bowie, Hall, and Johnson (2011) investigate integrating diversity into graduate social
work education for African American social workers. Major inroads have not been
accomplished in terms of condemning the ‘victim blaming’ mentality often observed in
college classrooms, or the penchant of many social workers to assign individual
pathology and personal deficiencies as the reason for less-than-quality life
circumstances, while ignoring societal pathologies and socio-historical environmental
realities.
The emergence of the profession internationally was also a period of contested debates,
challenging the growing nature and changing face of international social work. The
primary focus centred on internationalising the social work profession. Consequently,
social work education embraces a global perspective on many fronts, although it has its
critics.

Summary
Critical discussions and contested debates continue in support of the evolving nature of
international practice for Australian trained social workers. This study’s findings
identify education and training gaps that continue to exist in social work curriculum in
preparing students for international practice. Also identified are gaps in international
practice models. Gaps still exist in a range of social work literature in relation to
cultural diversity and cultural competencies in the social work curricula. The literature
also highlights a strong movement towards integrating cultural diversity into Western
social work education, including an emphasis on transcultural cultural practice, a push
for internationalisation across the global world, and challenges in addressing cultural
competencies in social work education.
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2.7.

Practice in Other Fields Relevant to International
Work

2.7.1. Cross-Cultural Work
Authentication, indigenisation, cultural sensitivity, cultural competence and
globalisation are controversial issues in cross-cultural social work (Gray, 2008, 2005;
Gray, Coates, Mafile’o, & Yellow Bird, 2008; Gray & Fook, 2004; Gray & Allegritti,
2003). Grave (2014); Wallimann (2014); Zufferey (2012); Pease (2015, 2006); and
Schiller (2006) explore emerging trends in the changing nature of social work education
and practice and the need for implementation of transnational/transcultural social work.
Pease (2015, 2006), Briskman, Martin, Kuek, and Jarema (2013) address the critical
reflection on privilege in Western social work. Hawkins and Knox (2014); Healy and
Wairire (2014); Cox and Pawar (2013); and Palmu (2010) encourage the need to
explore transcultural competence in international social work. The current literature
reveals that gaps in knowledge still exist, especially in relation to social work practice
internationally.
Culturally sensitive social work, promoting cultural competence was undertaken by
Sousa and Almeida (2016). Their research seeks to discover mandatory curricular units
of the disciplinary field of social work that explicitly address culturally sensitive social
work and cultural competencies. Dominelli and Hackett (2012) call for social work
responses to the challenges for practice in the twenty-first century. Their study refers to
several articles linked to the IASSW, ICSW, and IFSW, which have undertaken to
produce key documents in the definition of social work, global standards and devise
‘the Agenda’ that would enable their members to move forward in common causes. It
describes a profession at the crossroads where it can choose to engage with policy
makers to enhance the well-being of all in an inclusive manner and provide paradigms
for practice that advance the social work profession.
Yip (2005), in contrast, tries to clarify all these related concepts in terms of various
Asian cultural contexts, a model of dynamic Asian response and exchange in the field of
cross-cultural social work practice in Asian countries is suggested. Yan (2008) explores
cultural tensions in cross-cultural social work practice. The findings reveal that the
social work profession may need to consider the neutrality claim its profession, the
different experiences of ethnic minority social workers and the need for critical
reflexivity for reflection of practitioners.
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The social work profession may need to review its own Euro-American assumption of
cultural competence and better prepare its practitioners with critical thinking to
understand our cultures and to prepare our ethnic minority students to deal with cultural
tensions caused not only by cultural difference but also by racial difference. A dynamic
Asian response to globalisation in cross-cultural social work is addressed by Yip (2005).
The findings attempt to describe the controversial debate in cross-cultural social work.
Yip suggests a dynamic model of cross-cultural social work for Asian countries, a
vigorous interaction amongst workers, clients, society, and clients’ significant others in
facing the profound transfers between global American culture and traditional and local
Asian Cultures. Yan and Wong (2005) argue that the discussions about culture and
social work are inadequate in the existing literature on cultural competence. They
propose the conceptualisation of a dialogic self for cross-cultural social work. Self awareness is a process of reflexive awareness in which social workers are cognisant of
how their self may contribute to their perception and experience of their interaction with
the client, as well as the behaviour of the client.
Dominelli (2014) examines internationalising professional practices using both
historical materials and empirical data recently obtained through a project involving
humanitarian aid in a disaster to demonstrate that when people want help in such
situation, they prefer locality-specific, cultural-relevant forms of interventions under
their own control. Responding to their wishes, means ensuring that they do not damage
the people they aim to help further; instead, they need to work with them to empower
them in partnerships gives control to those in need of assistance.

Summary
There has been a growing body of cross-cultural social work practice knowledge
developing over recent years with a strong emphasis on transnational/cross-cultural
practice knowledge and skills taught in the classroom and in practice. Discussions also
continue regarding internationalising cross-cultural practice, highlighting a need for
cross-cultural social work competences. The literature is still scant, and gaps persist in
this field of social work of international cross-cultural practice in relation to training and
capacity building for social work practitioners.
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2.8.

Indigenisation and First Peoples

Social work in a post-colonial setting has been part of a struggle between processes of
modernisation and a critical rejection of the dominance of Western influences. A central
debate in the field of international social work (Nimmagadda & Cowger, 1999; OseiHwedie, 1993; Walton & El Nasr, 1988) identifies ideas of ‘indigenisation’ and
‘authentisation’. Critics of the importation of Western models of social work practice,
which involves the importing of individualised American models, theory and practice
from the global north into other countries, have, even at times questioned whether the
very concept of social work itself is relevant in the global south (Payne & Askeland,
2008; Gray & Fook, 2004; Midgely, 1981). The literature includes indigenous aspects to
international social work education and practice, but it is limited. Law and Lee (2014);
Muller (2014); Bennett, Green, Gilbert, and Besarab (2013); Fejo-King (2013); Akena,
(2012); Gray et al. (2008); and Yuen-Tsang and Sung (2002) explore capacity building
through networking and the need for integrating professional knowledge with
indigenous practice.
Bennett (2015) examines qualitative methodology to investigate barriers to Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander participation in the AASW. She investigates the role of
colonisation and white privilege within social work and society, and challenges and
advocates for decolonisation. The emphasis is on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
social workers and the AASW to become more proactive. Gray’s (2010) research
explores indigenisation in a globalising world. She posits that indigenisation is not
something new or special, but an implicit requirement of social work. Gray (2005)
proposes cross-cultural dialogue and exchange is moulding and shaping new forms of
localised and culturally relevant social work is parallel with internationalising social
work forces. Gray (2010) describes how localisation discourse challenge universalising
tendencies in social work, such that imperialistic applications of Western notions of
social work might be avoided. The indigenisation literature must be seen, not as
normative, but as an attempt to gather multiple voices and ways of knowing that are
situated in specific socio-historical and cultural locations to build a solid local basis for
localised social work practice (Gray, Coates, Mafile’o, & Yellow Bird, 2008).
OseiHwedie (2003) also argues that the social work perspective, theories, values and
skills must be influenced by local factors, including local cultures.
Yip (2006) reports on the indigenisation of social work, and he examines an
international perspective and conceptualisation. He describes the various challenges and
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tensions occurring in indigenisation of social work in different parts of the world. Yip
also conceptualises a tri-dimensional model of indigenisation that includes universality
and specificity, dominance and minority, as well as tradition and present situation. The
model may be used in locating, interpreting, and applying indigenisation in various
social, cultural and political contexts.
Yan and Tsui’s (2007) research reports on the quest for Western social work knowledge
with a specific focus on literature from the USA and practice in China. Yuen-Tsang and
Wang (2002) note that the new emerging social work academic community is
confronted with various tensions. One of the tensions arising from the need to connect
with the international social work community while grounding the curriculum in the
national context of China, is the opposing forces of internationalisation and
indigenisation, and the assumption of a Western monopoly over social work knowledge.
Their research highlights the development of social work education in China is
confronted with the opposing forces of internationalisation and indigenisation, and the
assumption of a Western monopoly over social work knowledge. The authors report that
there is a need to develop a more inclusive model that should be adapted to enable
social work scholars to maximise the use of indigenous knowledge. They emphasise the
need for social work scholars in China to work with existing practitioners to articulate
and conceptualise their knowledge and practice to enable an international dialogue.

Summary
The research highlights a steady expansion of indigenous literature in the field of
international social work, although gaps still exist in terms of social worker practice
with indigenous populations. Training, knowledge and skills literature for social
workers is still minimal.

2.9.

Challenges and Responses

The current literature presents international social work as being a contested area of
practice, reflecting critical debates, critiques, and contrasting researchers’ perspectives.
It also highlights opportunities and emerging trends, the changing and evolving nature
of international social work (Estes, 2010; Hugman, 2010; Healy, 2008; Midgely, 1981).
Recent literature centres on critical debates pertaining to the acknowledgment and
recognition of cultural diversity and cross-cultural practice, including indigenisation,
authentication, cultural sensitivity, cultural diversity, Western social transnational
practice, and transcultural and cross-cultural competence. Key concepts such as
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globalisation, universalism, imperialism, and post-colonisation are also discussed in
detail. International researchers’ worldviews are emerging in the current literature,
adding new perspectives to current social work debates (Pease, 2017; Noble, Strauss, &
Littlechild, 2014; Ife, 2013; Bennett et al., 2013; Findlay & McCormack, 2010;
Hugman, 2010; Briskman, 2007; Gray & Fook, 2004; Yip, 2004).

2.9.1. Challenges
Challenges and difficulties exist for Australian trained social workers employed
internationally. There is a need for social workers to be prepared for entry into
international practice (P. Meemeduma, personal conversation, June 17, 2016). The
research highlights gaps in the literature to support social workers’ international
practice. Freeman and Rizvi (2014) refer to the need for increasing training for workers
wishing to enter international practice. Gray (2005) also discusses the dilemmas of
international social work, including indigenisation, universalism and imperialism. Yip
(2004) provides a Chinese cultural critique of the global qualifying standards for social
work education. Yan and Cheung (2006) explore the politics of indigenisation in China.
Hutchings and Taylor (2007); Yan and Tsui (2007); Yan and Cheung (2006); Yan and
Tsang (2005); Yip (2004); and Wijewardena (1967) also critique issues regarding
international social work. Haug (2005); Pease (2015, 2006); Morley and Macfarlane
(2014); Das and Anand (2012); Chu and Tsui (2008); Fook (2004); Morley (2004); and
Healy (2000) stress the need for critical reflection of practice.
There is only a limited amount of research literature that deals with social work study
tours for social workers in international contexts, although Rotabi, Gammonley, and
Gamble (2006) examine ethical guidelines for studying abroad. In comparison to the
critical contested debates of international practice currently identified in the literature, a
range of literature outlines the responses to the challenges of international social work
practice. There is a growing body of knowledge highlighting social workers’
international experiences, including Findlay and McCormack (2010) who examine
snapshots of Australian practitioners’ views regarding globalisation. Hanna and Lyons
(2014) also explore English managers’ views of international social workers. Other
international researchers include Yan (2005) who examines social workers’ personal
and professional reflections about international social work. Furman, Coyne, and Negi
(2008) interrogate international experiences for social work students through poetry and
journal writing. Tsui and Yan (2010) explore social workers’ experiences in Asian,
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Pacific, Middle Eastern and African regions. Cao (2011) details lessons learnt from
United States students regarding their international experiences. Study abroad narrative
is explored. This area has been an infrequently addressed and discussed area in the
literature.
The joint IFSW and IASSW International Code of Ethics (Ethics in Social Work:
Statement of Principles, 2004) aims to encourage global social workers to reflect on
their challenges and dilemmas and to assist them in making ethically informed decisions
about how to respond in each specific case. It is the national organisation’s
responsibility to ensure IFSW and IASSW membership to develop and regularly update
their own codes of ethics or ethical guidelines, to be consistent with the IFSW/IASSW
statement. It is also the national organisation’s responsibility to inform schools of social
work about these codes or guidelines. Social workers should respond in accordance with
the ethical code or guidelines current in their country. IFSW, IASSW, and ICSW
published the specific objectives of the Global Agenda for Social Work and Social
Development (2012). This document commits to social workers working together to
promote social justice, social development and sustainable systems of well-being.

2.9.2. Responses
In relation to the challenges in the literature, authors also provide a range of responses
to contribute to the ongoing contested debates regarding international social work
literature. IFSW (2012) posits that the profession of social work encompasses social
workers’ international practice in the statement of IFSW ethical principles, and the
AASW Code of Ethics of its member countries (2010). Hugman (2010) argues that
international social work is more diverse than ever before. Contested global debates
continue to dominate the international social work arena. These debates continue to
shape and influence the profession as we know it today. Finding ways forward is
reflected in the profession’s willingness and commitment to support the evolving nature
and context of the field of international social work.
Cox and Pawar (2013) note the importance the profession is able to present to the
outside world. It is able to articulate an understanding of its core nature and relevance
nature to the fields of work on which the international community is focused and with
which the developing countries are concerned. Noble (2004) posits the value of
dialogue and exchange, as a means for international social work to reduce the Western
dominance which has been expressed in social work theory and practice.
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Summary
As a field of practice international social work continues to be challenged and contested,
although this field of practice is responding to its critics. Even with the critics,
international social work is expanding, addressing key issues such as climate change,
poverty, decolonisation, humanitarian crisis, refugee/migration, HIV/AIDS issues at a
global level. Social workers are addressing issues such as global consciousness and
global responsibility seriously, although research needs to continue to occur to reduce
the gaps that persist in the literature. These gaps include practice knowledge in terms of
practice frameworks, training and preparation for entry into the field of international
practice.

2.10. Other Features of International Practice
2.10.1. Other Professions Working Internationally
The research highlights a range of other related professions working internationally.
These include health workers, such as those in the medical, pharmacy and legal
professions, and expatriates. A limited range of literature highlights workers’
preparedness for international practice, their experiences, their motivations for entry,
their challenges and complexities, successes and future training.

2.10.2. Challenges
The literature, although limited, identifies the complexities and challenges of
international practice for professionals. Freeman and Rizvi (2014) note that despite the
growth in the number of Australians living and working overseas, expatriates are
frequently ill-prepared, particularly in terms of pre-departure exposure to the host
country, notification of the posting and pre-departure information and orientation. The
research identifies that Australians relocating with families experience a range of
unexpected and difficult challenges, especially spouses who move for their partners.
The expatriate experience is disruptive, and migration constitutes a significant rupture
to the stream of human experience (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). In addition, Freeman and
Rizvi (2014) outline the broad range of recruitment considerations linked to relocation
successes showing that organisations frequently rely primarily on an assessment of
technical competency to select people for overseas assignments. Hipsher (2008)
examines a case study of expatriates living in Asia, breaking free from a colonial
paradigm. He also discusses education in Thailand, a developing nation. He describes
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education in this country as being inferior compared to that in a Western context. The
literature reveals a specific focus on repatriation, which frequently proves to be
problematic for returning expatriates. This process is referred to as ‘reverse culture
shock’. Difficulties for the expatriate returning to the home country may include issues
such as inability to secure work, loss of opportunities relating to authority/freedom and
career progression, and colleague resentment. The literature also identifies that
expatriates with overseas-born partners/spouses were less likely than expatriates with
Australian-born partners/spouses to return to Australia (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). With
respect to business-based repatriation preparation, few organisations prepare expatriates
well, or formally plan for the repatriation of their staff (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). The
literature explores prior experience with the culture of relocation and experience dealing
with other cultures, which influences relocation success. Preparation requirements may
vary for those relocating to rural areas, as opposed to urban-based assignments
(Freeman & Rizvi, 2014).
The literature demonstrates the need for increased training for workers wishing to enter
international practice (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). It also denotes an increasing focus on
the pre-departure and in-country preparation and training of Australians to develop
cross-cultural/intercultural competence. This literature has major implications for
thinking about both Asian literacy and public diplomacy. In relation to Asian literacy,
the findings confirm the importance of Australia’s education system through Asian
language training and intercultural development in positioning young Australians to
maximise their opportunities for global mobility, and to educate them to live and work
in Asia’s thriving region (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014).

2.10.3. Comparative Perspective
In comparison, the literature outlines the successes in adjusting to working
internationally. Freeman and Rizvi (2014) indicate that these successes are related to a
range of factors, including personal attributes and characteristics, human resources’
policies, support available from employing organisations, and the role of language and
culture. The level of adjustment required, provides some indication as to the likely
success of the experience, including work adjustment, general adjustment to host
country living conditions and culture, and interaction with host-country nationals. The
literature identifies a range of recruitment related matters it explores as determinants
of relocation success, including fluency in the language of the host country, prior
44

overseas experience, including employment and ‘non-work’ experience, technical
competency, personal characteristics, including emotional intelligence, and
adaptability, including learning orientation (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014).
Although only a limited range of literature is available, the Medical Journal of Australia
(2011) presents a guide to working abroad for Australian medical students and junior
doctors. The report identifies preparation for working abroad and outlines multiple entry
points for young and junior doctors into international practice. Sullivan (2012) also
explores the National League for Nursing Faculty Preparation for Global Experiences
Toolkit. This toolkit provides tips and advice to US nursing students and faculty
interested in engaging in international activities and involvement, exploring preparation
and challenges exiting. Similarly, Banergee (2000) explores what you need to know
before joining the Peace Corps. In addition, a limited range of literature investigates
professionals’ motivations for working internationally. Freeman and Rizvi (2014)
examine motivation, preparation and experiences of Australian expats living and
working in Asia. The literature identifies a variety of factors motivating expatriates’
decisions to live and work overseas, including increased remuneration, overall financial
gains, tenure or promotion, and career advancement. Contradicting the popular
perception that international relocation is largely driven by commercial and economic
reasons, the literature identifies that workers’ motivations for relocating to live and
work in Asia varied greatly. Relocation was also driven by a range of cultural, moral
and political reasons (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014).
Schmalt and Sokolowski (2000) argue that the best methods to evaluate the importance
of internal and external motivation are based upon the person’s activity. Deci and Ryan
(2000) evaluate the motivational process in the context of decision-making theory.
Research into marketing in Lithuania, (Ginevi�
ius, 2005; Butkus, 2003; Butkus &
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 1996; �al�
ius, 1998; Zakarevi�
ius, 1998;)
conducted classical and modern motivational theories and application while trying to
explain the needs of workers and their satisfaction in an organisation. �ilinskas and
Zakarien�(2007) investigate the problems of workers’ stimulation systems, their
improvement and spread. However, they were unable to interrogate the factors that
motivate social workers to work. Rackauskiene, Kasnauskiene, and Virbalienē (2013)
also examine social workers’ motivations. They identify two motivational factors
influencing social workers’ practice: intrinsic motivation, exercising the will to be
effective, to act, to help other people and to improve the life quality of the client, and
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extrinsic motivation, the aspiration to get external pay, the attributes as material, the
influence of others on the work and processes of communication and cooperation.
Fowler and Kam (2007) posit that the definition of altruism as a moral and ethical base,
refers to a willingness to pay a personal cost to provide benefits to others. They state
that individuals will likely participate when they believe that their actions will give
them an opportunity to help make everyone better off.
A limited range of literature identifies experiences and reflections of various professions
working internationally. McAllister, Whiteford, Hill, Thomas, and Fitzgerald (2006)
examine Australian education and health students’ international experiences in
Indonesia and Vietnam, and their reflection on intercultural learning by examining the
international experience through a critical incident approach. Cisneros et al. (2013) also
examine pharmacy students’ international practice experiences.

Summary
The literature highlights a growing number of professionals, across all fields, wishing to
work or are currently working internationally, an increase of fifty percent over recent
years (Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). The focus has been on developing technical
competencies for workers, although the literature suggests a need for workers to
develop intercultural competencies. Gaps in the literature also continue to exist as to
international practice models and preparation for workers entering international
practice.

2.11. Inter-Professional/Interdisciplinary Intersection
“Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is progress; working together
is success” (Henry Ford, n.d.).

2.11.1. Challenges
Contested debates continue to influence and impact on the changing nature of
interprofessional and interdisciplinary practice within the social work profession. What
literature is available is limited in terms of exploring professional initiatives within
inter-professional/interdisciplinary practice.
Nisbet, Lee, Kumar, Thistlewaite, and Dunston (2011) note that although there is an
increasing number of inter-professional initiatives and a move towards team-based
practice in many countries, the nature and outcomes of inter-professional collaboration
remains uncertain, and as yet, poorly researched. In addition, a range of complexities
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and contested debates dominate the health field within Australia and internationally.
Mulholland, Barratt, and Spencer (2014); NASW (2014); Pockett and Practice (2014);
O’ Sherman (2013); Borst (2011); McAuliffe (2009); Lloyd, King, and Ryan (2007);
Irvine, Kerridge, McPhee, and Freeman (2002) outline that both international and
Australian practice developments within inter-professional health education have been,
and continue to be, challenging in terms of achieving effective outcomes.
Social work is integral to inter-professional education and integrated practice (De Saxe
Zerden et al., 2018). A case vignette demonstrates how interpersonal teams can use the
skills of social workers to offer brief, evidence-supported interventions and inform
team-based care. In order to better understand each other’s potential contributions on
interdisciplinary healthcare teams, inter-professional course work and clinical learning
experiences in practicum/internships must be developed to better prepare students to
understand these potential contributions and the skill sets associated with various
professions in health care teams. Additionally, clinical training and professional
licensure must be better aligned with the rapid changes occurring in health care practice.
Kulpers et al. (2011) also support this view, claiming that contemporary health service
delivery in Australia is underpinned by the high level of complexity in relation to
achieving health and wellbeing. AASW (2014b) reports that health issues are complex,
and that no one profession can meet all the needs of an individual, family or community
to achieve comprehensive and positive health and well-being outcomes. Similarly,
Schultz et al. (2014) state that working with indigenous populations requires a need for
both an interdisciplinary and inter-professional collaborative approach in the care and
best practice of mental health services in Australia. This includes a specific focus on
interdisciplinary care as a model of practice, comprising equality and interconnectiveness for Indigenous and Torres Strait Islanders. McAuliffe (2009) explores
social workers working internationally in interdisciplinary teams, including in the
intellectual disability sector. Positive experiences are identified, although several
barriers are also revealed.
The WHO (1988) formally recognises the importance of inter-professional learning in
its report Learning Together to Work Together for Health. The report calls for closer
links between education and health systems to help ensure that health personnel have
the capacity to respond to the needs of the health system. It is not enough for health
workers to be professional within the current global climate, health workers also need to
be inter-professional (WHO, 1988). AASW (2014b) also states the importance of
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recognising the overlap that occurs between the disciplines in delivering comprehensive
and client-centred services. This is particularly evident in child and youth mental health
services, where social workers and psychologists may have trained as specialists as
family therapists.

2.11.2. Responses
The research literature outlines the benefits of inter-professional and interdisciplinary
practice within the social work profession. Williams, Costa, Odunlami, and Mohammed
(2008) posit that health does not reside in a vacuum but instead health status is
embedded in large living and working conditions. Cannon (1913) emphasises the
complexity of social work problems involved in various groups of patients, and the
interdependence of the medical and social treatment, in any attempt to adequately find
solutions, and posits that social workers are needed in hospitals.
AASW (2014b) reports that social work’s focus is on the ‘complexity’ and the ‘social’
aspects of life, providing a unique and vital contribution to holistic comprehensive
health care provision. Social work is identified as being an important part of an
interprofessional profession, supporting interdisciplinary team building, and
collaborative practice (Lamb and Clutton, 2014; AASW, 2014b, 2010; McAuliffe,
2009; NASW,
2003). Social workers provide a significant contribution to the field by maintaining a
dual focus on both the individual and family (AASW, 2014b). A unique and valuable
contribution is offered by social workers in providing appropriate and targeted services.
They therefore have a clear role in the provision of effective mental health services
(AASW, 2014a). Social workers also work in multidisciplinary mental health teams.
Within these teams, they recognise and address the multiple factors contributing to the
specific context of an individual family or group within the community (AASW,
2014a).
Social workers can communicate effectively to all disciplines (NASW, 2003). Borst
(2011) identifies that there are both challenges and benefits to integrating a workforce to
learn and value the cultures of other professions. He highlights the importance of taking
the time to teach the important skills necessary to recognise the skills of the profession
one works within. He emphasises that it is essential for individuals to develop an
interprofessional perspective, to benefit the team and the client. According to AASW
(2014b), social work is a key allied professional member of a multidisciplinary team
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responsible for working and supporting individuals and our community in achieving
positive health outcomes. The literature demonstrates that each discipline brings the
unique contribution of their discipline specific theories, knowledge, research,
perspective and skills, contributing to holistic and comprehensive service delivery
(NASW, 2003).
The literature also demonstrates that the social work profession is guided by its mandate
of a broad range of AASW documents in support of its inter-professional and
interdisciplinary practice. These documents include Australian Social Work Education
and Accreditation Standards (ASWEAS, 2015), which outline a set of principles,
standards and graduate attributes for social work education. The AASW Practice
Standards (2013) are used as criteria for the accreditation of a professional social work
course with the AASW. The AASW Practice Standards for Mental Health Social
Workers (2014) details the expectations of Australian social workers regarding the
knowledge, skills and values utilised in their roles and function, as well as the
requirements of ethically sound and accountable practice. The AASW Practice
Standards for Social Workers (2013) provides a guide for social workers to ensure they
fulfil their professional practice responsibilities. “The AASW Queensland Branch
Position Paper on the Role of Social Work in Health Care” (2014) explores the social
work role and scope of practice in health care delivery. It also examines social work’s
contributions to improving health care outcomes. The AASW Code of Ethics (2010), the
AASW By-Laws on Ethics (its complaints process), the AASW Practice Standards for
Schools of Social Workers (2008), the AASW Practice Standards for Social Workers:
Supervision, the International Qualifications Assessments and Country Assessment
Guideline and the “AASW Continuing Professional Development (CPD) Policy”
provide national guidelines in support of social workers’ inter-professional and
interdisciplinary responsibilities and roles.
The literature also shows that the AASW is aligned with the IFSW, the IASSW and the
ICSW (2004), in the development of global standards for the education and training of
the social work profession and in promoting the development of social work education
throughout the world. The WHO (1948) defines health as a state of complete physical,
mental and social well-being and not merely absence or infirmity. The research
literature identifies that there are benefits to establishing inter-professional and
interdisciplinary approaches and in achieving a collaborative practice-ready health
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workforce. The WHO (2010) posits the case for inter-professional education and a
collaborative practice for global health in achieving improved health outcomes. Hall
(2005) supports the WHO statement, claiming that there is a need for an
interdisciplinary approach to best address complex global social issues. Australian
Government Health (2017); Kinnair, Anderson, Van Diepen, and Poyser (2014);
Mulholland, Barratt, and Spencer (2014); Mental Health Commission (2006); and
Patterson and McMurray (2003) research findings identify inter-professional education
in health services are recognised as preparing practitioners for effective team-based
collaborative practice. They also explore the benefits and effectiveness of
multidisciplinary mental health treatment teams. O’Sherman (2013) states that the
ability to work effectively in an interdisciplinary team is a major focus today in the
education of future healthcare professions in all disciplines.

Summary
Contested debates continue to dominate in this area with a need for greater research in
exploring critical issues within this field. Research identifies gaps in the literature in
relation to limited mental health services working with adult mental health patients, and
a need for a strong emphasis on identifying social workers’ international practice
models for workers in the health and mental health sectors. The literature notes the
complexities, challenges and benefits of inter-professional and interdisciplinary practice
within health and social work. The intersection of inter-professional and
interdisciplinary practice lies within the social work profession itself.

2.12.

The Columbo Plan

The New Colombo Plan is a signature initiative of the Australian Government, which
aims to increase knowledge of the Indonesian-Pacific region in Australia by supporting
Australian undergraduates to study and undertake internships in the region. It involves a
scholarship program for study of up to one year and internships or mentorships, and a
flexible mobility grant program for both short and long -term study, internships,
mentorships, practicums and research (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019).
Launched in 1951, it is regularly invoked in Australia as a pioneering and progressive
project through which closer understanding and engagement with Asia is achieved
(Lowe, 2017). Since the commencement of the revised The Columbo Plan (2013),
several Australian universities have developed international partnerships with Asian,
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Pacific nations, in support of international student exchanges, internships, mentorships,
practicums, and research. The Colombo Plan (2013) continues to offer many Australian
social workers the opportunity to enhance and strengthen their international knowledge
base in support of their practice, and it provides career pathways into the international
area (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019). This program is an important
component for Australian social workers’ future entry into the field of international
social work practice.

2.12.1. Exploring the Knowledge Gaps in
International Social Work
Ife (2013) argues that social workers are currently practicing in an extremely complex
world. They need to understand the forces of globalisation, economic, ecological and
social, to connect with their international colleagues, and to represent themselves in an
informed fashion in international circles. Asquith, Clark, and Waterhouse (2005) also
posit that social workers require new levels of understanding and new models of
practice if they are to contribute effectively towards the resolution of social problems
that are rooted in worldwide social, political, and economic reality. There is a paucity of
literature that documents the history of social workers’ international practice
experiences literature in a small number of fields, primarily humanitarian, disaster,
cross-cultural, indigenous, health, and social work education. International social work
remains a contested field of practice, with ongoing challenges, debates and critical
thinking (Estes, 2010; Hugman, 2010; Healy, 2008; Midgley, 2001). Several reasons
may explain the challenges, omissions, and gaps in the current empirical literature.
Despite Addams’ early embrace of global mindedness (Healy, 2008), social work has
not fully recognised the extent to which its practice and professional environment are
shaped by interdependence, nor has the profession seized available opportunities for
increasing its impact internationally. A century ago, social work demonstrated some
ambivalence about its role as a global profession - a result of lack of knowledge drawn
from firsthand experience (Healy, 2008). Social workers are still sharply divided on
many important international issues (Midgley, 2001). There is little agreement on what
positions the profession should take, regarding the nature of international social work
and the profession’s commitment to internationalising the curriculum and social work
practice.
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Many social workers stress the positive benefits that enhanced economic, political and
cultural integration can bring, although others are highly critical of these developments
(Estes, 2010; Midgley, 2008). Differences of opinion on whether the profession should
be primarily committed to remedial, activist or developmental forms of practice persist.
The question of social work’s proper role in the developing countries of the global
South is in question, although also relevant to the Western nations (Midgley, 2008).
Finally, social workers are divided on questions of universality of social work values
and whether internationalism is a desirable normative position for the profession to
adopt as it seeks to respond to the forces of globalisation (Midgley, 2008). Campanini
(2010) refers to critical issues in addressing social work commonalities, while Rojek
et al. (1988) and Bartlett (1970) identify difficulties in finding agreement on universal
differences in definition and standards. Akimoto (1995) states that
“International social work is irreconcilable with egocentrism, ethnocentrism, and
xenophobia, and unable to do without ‘compound eyes’ or eyes from outside” (p. 1).
Despite impressive growth of social work around the world and the efforts of the
IASSW and the IFSW to promote a greater international awareness, some believe the
profession has not responded adequately to the challenges and opportunities of the new
global era (Healy & Link, 2012a; Link & Ramanathan, 2011; Readon, 2011;
Campanini, 2010; Estes, 2010; Hugman, 2010; Healy, 2008; Gray & Fook, 2004;
Midgley, 2001; Nagy & Falk, 2000; Akimoto, 1995; Hokenstad, Khinduka, & Midgley,
1992; Midgely (2001) claims that international activities in social work are haphazard
and uncoordinated, and that the absence of a systematic attempt to internationalise the
profession has seriously impeded its ability to contribute meaningfully at the
international level. Midgely states that relatively few social workers are informed about
professional developments in other countries. He claims that many social workers are
concerned with local practice issues, and they have scant understanding of global trends
or concerns. Healy (1995) also argues that there has been a retreat from
internationalising the curricula of schools of social work in the United States, claiming
that schools of social work had not adequately exposed students to international content.
Evidence from other countries is also bleak.
Nagy and Falk (2000) report that various views of curricular offerings at American
schools since the 1960s reveal a serious lack of international content. A need to develop
new approaches to bring international/cross-cultural perspectives and content into the
mainstream of social work education needs to occur, to create more specialised
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professional programs. Reardon (2011) also posits that educational institutions must be
more proactive in integrating international content into curriculum and programming.
There is also a need to assist social workers working in multicultural contexts to gather
knowledge about other cultures and practices to develop critical thinking in support of
developing theory and practice. Reardon (2011) argues that globalisation is reshaping
many professions, and social work is no exception. International events are affecting
clients’ economic wellbeing, migration trends are bringing more migrants and refugees
into the social service system, and new technology is making exchange of ideas across
borders easier than ever. Healy and Link (2012b) report that the place to start is in the
preparation for the profession. They also state that awareness is an important factor for
international action.
The research literature reveals the lack of comparative research data available in support
of social work knowledge building. Hokenstad et al. (1992) expand on these views by
stating that social work, in addition, has neglected comparative research, and relatively
little has been done to replicate, test and adapt practice innovations from other societies.
For many social workers wishing to enter international social work practice, pathway
entry into international practice is often difficult and complex (P. Meemeduma, personal
communication, June 17, 2016). Link and Ramanathan (2011) argue that local and
national borders are no longer sufficient barriers for our information sources and ethical
practice. Healy (2012) also posits that standards in human rights are increasingly
negotiated at the global level, and social provisions and programs are modelled and
emulated across borders.
Globalisation has resulted in new social problems and increased awareness of others
that have long existed. Shared social problems and the movement of people across
borders challenges the various notions of a domestic social work practice (Midgley,
2001). Although the social work profession is now established in more than ninety
countries (IFSW, 2008), and social workers globally engage in regular dialogue through
meetings and conferences, social work is said to be more diverse than ever (Hugman,
2010). Recent critical scholarship has questioned the pursuit of a unitary view of social
work that embraces all countries and situations (Rojek et al., 1988; Gray & Fook, 2004).
This argument is based on the idea that any sense of the commonalities of social work
around the world must, necessarily, be both broad and limited (Bartlett, 1970).
Comparisons will have to focus on ways in which social work can be authentically
contextualised (Gray & Fook, 2004). An emphasis on difference is desirable. Against
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this view, is the idea that there is adequate commonality in goals and values that unite
social workers in all parts of the world for a common purpose. according to Gray and
Fook (2004).

Summary
Despite ongoing contested debates in the field of international social work, the social
work profession continues to expand globally, addressing key and relevant social issues.
Australian social workers are raising their levels of global consciousness (Addams,
1930) and take on a global responsibility (Alston, 2014; Dominelli, 2014).

2.13.

Chapter Summary

Chapter Two highlights the earlier years of the profession that focused on working with
the poor, professionalisation of social work, and the rise of the social work profession in
other countries. It was a time of contested debates and challenges amongst researchers,
educators, and practitioners.
The emergence of the profession internationally, was also a period of contested debates,
challenging the growing nature and changing face of international social work. The
primary focus centred on internationalising the social work profession. Consequently,
social work education embraces a global perspective on many fronts, although it is not
without its critics. International social work remains a contested arena with its critics
still debating and challenging current contemporary thinking. International social work,
even with its critics, is evolving and transitioning, highlighting a growing trend from
theoretical, academic knowledge building, to one of application to practice knowledge,
although gaps still exist in the literature in terms of practice.
Recent literature centres on debates pertaining to cultural diversity including a focus on
indigenisation, authentication, post colonialism, universalism, and imperialism, values
and ethics. Emphasis is also placed on transnational, ethnic sensitive, transcultural,
antiracist, anti-discriminatory and anti-oppressive practices. Cross-cultural and
intercultural competency skills are identified as being important elements in
strengthening and enhancing workers’ practice. Contested debates continue to
challenge, and at the same time, strengthen cross-cultural practice.
Contested debates and critical discussions present social workers working
internationally, in other fields, including preparation for international practice,
humanitarian, refugee, practice in disasters, cross-cultural practice, practice with
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indigenous and First Nations people, social work education/student exchanges. There
are growing bodies of knowledge in these fields although tensions, dilemmas, critical
debates still exist. The literature also provides responses to opportunities and benefits to
better undertake a comparative view of the critical debates.
Other areas of practice centre on professionals working internationally and
interprofessional and interdisciplinary research literature. This literature identifies the
need for greater research on the nature and outcomes of inter-professional collaboration.
This area remains uncertain, and it remains poorly researched. Also, the research
identifies limited mental health services working with adult mental health patients, and
a need for greater emphasis on literature outlining social workers’ international interprofessional and interdisciplinary practice experiences, especially in the health and
mental health sectors.
Chapter Three introduces the practice-guide literature in addition to Chapter Two’s
literature review. It discusses social workers’ use of knowledge in practice and gaps in
the literature. The literature also explores the relevant and appropriate methodologies,
methods and conceptual approach of the research. In addition, Trevithick’s framework
(2012 a & b) is used to reflect upon this process by exploring a model of how
professional knowledge is acquired over time. The Columbo Plan is also explored in
more detail, to support social workers’ interest in working internationally.

3.

PRACTICE GUIDE LITERATURE REVIEW
“For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing
them” (Aristotle, as cited in Thomson, 2004).

3.1.

Introduction

Chapter Two outlined the practice experience literature, specifically highlighting
previous empirical research, exploring the historical perspectives of social work, the
emergence of and definition of international social work. It also highlighted critical
global debates in social work. The literature also addressed key practice areas such as
preparation for international work, humanitarian crises, conflicts and refugees, practice
in disasters, student exchanges and social work education, practice in other fields
relevant to international work, cross-cultural work, and indigenisation, and First
Peoples.
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This chapter also explores other aspects of international practice, including other
professionals working internationally, and that of inter-professional, interdisciplinary
work, and The Columbo Plan. In addition, this study addresses the challenges and
responses of international social wok practice. It also highlights the knowledge gaps in
international social work.
Chapter Three is in two parts. The first, explores how international social work practice
is guided, focusing on social workers’ use of knowledge in practice. Literature Review
has been undertaken, which focuses on professional values, knowledge and skills as a
platform for understanding and guiding professional social work practice. Particular
attention is paid to the role of professional knowledge in shaping Australian trained
social workers understanding why and how they undertake their practice. It is
recognised that there is wide range of knowledge, which the term ‘professional social
work knowledge’ encompasses. The thesis is particularly concerned with the role of
social work knowledge rather than the content of the knowledge. The exploratory nature
of this study, where no previous study has been done on Australian trained social
workers working in the Asia, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African countries, means that
the question as to whether there is a role for professional social work knowledge in how
internationals social work practice occurred in relation to the study population has to be
addressed before any subsequent research can be undertaken as to the type of
knowledge being used. This will only start to emerge in the beginning studies of these
phenomenon. The second part examines the relevant and appropriate methodologies,
methods and conceptual approaches to think about the research. In addition, this chapter
outlines the conceptual framework of the research and addresses process to highlight
experiences through time. Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) is used to reflect upon
this process by exploring a model of how professional knowledge is acquired and its
role, over time. Finally, a summary of Chapter Three is offered.

3.2.

Overview of What Guides Practice – A Positioning in
Relation to the Role of Professional Knowledge

3.2.1. The Need for a Positioning
“Social workers require new levels of understanding and new models of practice if they
are to contribute effectively towards the resolution of social problems that are rooted in
world-wide social, political, and economic realities. These models of practice must
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reflect an understanding of the transnational nature of the social problems that bring
clients, client groups and other constituencies to the attention of human services
workers” (Estes 2010, p. 19). Estes (2010) highlights the growing social issues facing
the global world:
pressing current global crisis include but not limited to the dramatic rise in
global poverty, in Asia and Latin America, repeated famines in sub-Saharan
Africa; the growing number of political and economic refugees in Asia, Africa,
and the Caribbean, war, terrorism, and human rights challenges, global
warming, the AIDS pandemic, and the growing problems of homelessness
combined with historically high levels of un-and under employment in Europe,
Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere. (p. 19)
Estes’ call to recognise the large, complex and challenging problems facing humanity
does not, however, posit what it is specifically that the social work profession brings to
the table to effectively, and appropriately, address these global concerns.
Traditionally, what social work brings to the human individual/social response table is
the mantra of professional values, knowledge and skills. This mantra is accepted, often
as an article of faith, with little exploration, and more importantly, positioning as to
whether individual components of the mantra, although unquestionably interrelated to
each other, may have a greater contribution to make to the social work responsive
understanding and effort.
The approach to what social work ‘brings to the table’ has generally been to understand
the social work effort as an amalgam of values, knowledge and skills. Bartlett (1970)
appears to highlight this approach when she notes that:
all professions rest on bodies of values and knowledge in the form of principles
and generalisations. Professional judgment is one of the most important features
distinguishing occupations, from professions and is the key operation in any profession.
One of the strongest forces determining the growth of a profession is the way in which
the members themselves perceive and define what they are doing or trying to do- their
goals, knowledge and techniques. (p. 139) A similar amalgam view is indicated by
Chenoweth and McAuliffe (2014), when discussing ethical practice in relation to the
AASW Code of Ethics as it is only one step in working through ethical practice
dilemmas. They outline professional judgment as a necessary component in support of
practice. It is important for practitioners to know themselves, to perceive and define
what they are doing or trying to do, their goals, knowledge and techniques. Professional
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standards and codes of conduct address quality standards. This is not to say that
positions have not been taken professionally within social work, as clearly, within the
professional literature prioritisation of individual components of the ‘values, knowledge
and skills’ professional mantra, is evident. For example, Bisman (2004) referring to
other writers and the professional centring of social work values in what may shape or
influence the social work response, states that:
“For some writers, it is social work values, and not our knowledge and skills base, that
makes social work distinctive as a profession: values are central to the profession” (p.
120).
It is important to note another discussion in relation to the place of knowledge in
informing and directing social work practice. This discussion again reinforces the
importance of knowledge in social work practice. The discussion relates to what may be
considered categorial components of professional practice knowledge. This discussion
seeks to identify these categories of knowledge. They are reflected in such frameworks
as Mullens (1986) where he identifies in his Personal Practice Model framework four
categories of knowledge. For example, personal experience, practice wisdom, theory
and research. A similar, and more common, version of this categorisation approach to
knowledge is the standard duality of ‘knowledge for practice and practice knowledge’
(Connolly, 2007; Osmond, 2005; Pawson et al., 2003; Hudson, 1997; Pincus &
Minahan, 1973).
Irrespective of the different approaches to categorisation of knowledge within the
profession (of which Trevithick 2012 a & b, is an example), the importance of
professional knowledge itself is reinforced; knowledge is important. Accepted in the
profession, is that all professional knowledge is centred, and that values are knowledge,
and skills act to demonstrate that knowledge.

3.2.2. Rationale for the Positioning of Professional
Knowledge
When undertaking the study about Australian-trained social workers who undertake
international practice, an explicit positioning is present in how the input mantra of
values, knowledge and skills, of the social work effort is understood. What is
inextricably present in the thesis from its concept is the ‘centring’ of knowledge as the
key driver of what shapes all social work practice. This ‘centring’ is not exclusive but
rather reflects an integrated relationship with professional values and skills. The
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‘professional knowing’ of social work is the medium through which values are
actualised and skills reflect this. The thesis presumes knowledge is ‘centred’ in the
integrated manner described, however this does not mean all social workers, including
those in the study, will use knowledge, or if using knowledge, will use it in the same
way and amount. The thesis allows the question to remain, does knowledge inform
international social work practice and if so in what way, because the thesis accepts
knowledge is central to practice per se.
The outlined position is importantly informed by Bartlett’s seminal work on the
common base of social work practice. Bartlett (1970, p. 70) centres ‘the knowing’ or
knowledge of social work. It is recognised that Bartlett has an overarching agenda to
identify what is ‘common’ to the whole of social work, irrespective of the field of
practice. Bartlett’s position on professional knowledge is important in providing the
rationale for the position of the thesis in centring professional knowledge as a key
component of informed social work practice. What Bartlett was asking the profession to
accept forty-nine years ago was that the ‘knowing’ (knowledge) of social work as the
medium through which values are actualised and skills reflected.
Bartlett notes in relation to the history of the social work profession up to the time of
writing that:
for a long while, what social workers knew was so intermingled with their
values and skills that a separate body of social work knowledge seemed neither
useful nor important. With increasing recognition that the maturing profession
must have such knowledge, the question of how a profession like social work
goes about building its body of knowledge had to be faced … each profession
and discipline must find its own way of organizing its knowledge, a way that is
most useful for its purposes. (p. 70)
This is a similar position undertaken by Trevithick, whose framework of knowledge use
in practice, is utilised in this study. Trevithick (2012 a) highlights that “The ability to
draw on and to use knowledge is central to effective social work practice. This makes it
important to understand what knowledge means and to understand how knowledge
shapes and informs the way we work in practice” (p. 25). She also posits that for social
workers:
it is essential to acquire a sound knowledge and skills base from which to begin
to understand people and their situations, and to formulate and negotiate plans
of action appropriate to the circumstances encountered. This involves
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understanding how experiences are perceived, understood, and communicated
by people, and how this has an impact on behaviours and life situations, both
positive and negative. (2012, a, p. 4)
She also states that “we work with people from some of the most deprived and
disadvantaged sectors of the population and, as a result, we have developed specific
knowledge, skills, and expertise from the concentrated work we continue to undertake
in this area” (2012, a, p. 7).
Although, as many writers have noted since Flexner (1915), social work cannot make
claim to an ‘exclusive’ professional knowledge base, the prolonged nature of the
concern with and debate about ‘knowledge’ in practice certainly reinforces the
importance of professional knowledge in practice for the social work profession as a
whole. This importance can be seen throughout the social work literature in the
attention given to the role of knowledge as discussed in Chapter One. Asquith et al.
(2005) argue that there is a lack of clarity about what constitutes the knowledge and
skills base of social work, and there’s no universally accepted idea of valid knowledge,
skills and expertise for social work. They are, however, not arguing that knowledge is
not centrally important to the practice of social work. Similarly, England (1986) posits
that social work will never have any genuinely exclusive knowledge, and as such
practitioners cannot make claim to an exclusive professional knowledge competence.
None of the writers argue, however, that professionalism is not central to informing
social work practice.

3.3.

Social Workers’ Use of Knowledge in Practice

Bartlett (1970) claims that “one of the strongest forces determining the growth of a
profession is the way in which the members themselves perceive and define what they
are doing or trying to do - their goals, knowledge and techniques” (p. 9). In addition, “as
social work progressively defines its central focus and purposes, its knowledge will be
built around them.” (Bartlett, 1970, p. 69). She (1970) argues that “Since knowledge of
man is never final or absolute, the social worker in his application of his knowledge
takes into account those phenomena that are exceptions to exiting generalisations and is
aware and ready to deal with the spontaneous and unpredictable in human behaviour”
(p. 222).
I support Bartlett’s argument, acknowledging the centring of professional knowledge as
a key component of informed social work practice. She discusses holding together the
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importance of knowledge in social work; and acknowledges that the use of knowledge
is the common base of social work. My argument is not about whether, or not, the
‘centring’ of professional knowledge is an important component in social practice, but
about the utilisation of the concept of knowledge itself. I am seeking to identify what
knowledge participants use, how they understand this knowledge and why they use this
knowledge in their practice. Trevithick’s framework provides me with a way to capture
and explore participants’ utilisation of knowledge in practice.
Social workers generate new knowledge through practice by experimenting and
problem solving. Cha, Kuo, & March (2006) refer to this as practice-generated, while
Eraut (1994) identifies this as craft knowledge, and Sheppard (1995) calls it practice
wisdom. Rojek et al. (1988) state that the professional language of social work is made
up of received professional wisdom. Trevithick (2012 a & b) argues that there is often a
gap between producers, academics and researchers, and users, practitioners, in terms of
their knowledge. This division between the producers and users of knowledge has led
some academics to suggest that social workers may not be drawing on knowledge to
inform their practice, whilst others argue that theory and practice are being synthesised
by practitioners but not in ways that are clearly evident in terms of producing ‘a good
verbal description’ of what they do (Schön, 1983). This view is indicated in a research
study which suggests that knowing can sometimes be communicated in less formal
ways and expressed via examples, stories, metaphors, as well as understandings that
resemble existing theoretical knowledge or that which has been reformulated and
synthesised in practice (Osmond & O'Connor, 2004).

3.3.1. Methodological Approaches and Conceptual
Framework
The research is qualitative, exploratory, and interpretative, underpinned by a social
constructionist epistemology. A critical lens is applied to the process to address issues
of power and ethics (Trevithick, 2012 a & b; Gray & Webb, 2009; Crotty, 2003; Fook,
2002; Giddens, 2001) informed by postcolonialism, feminism, anti-oppressive practice,
and a humanistic critical perspective. As Crotty (2003) notes, the importance of talking
about the construction of meaning (epistemology) informs discussions about the
construction of a meaningful reality (ontology). The study is conducted using semi
structured questions, and elements of life-story narrative.
The ontology of the research, according to May (1993), is the theory concerning what
exists. It relies upon the premise that knowledge is mediated through a complex set of
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political, social and structural relations – it is constructed, negotiated and renegotiated
continually, according to the context in which the knowledge is being gained and the
power relations which are in operation (Crotty, 2003). Located within a constructionist
epistemology, this study aims to generate constructive meaning and understanding from
everyday accounts, where all knowledge, and therefore, all meaningful reality is
contingent upon human practices being constructed in and out of interaction between
human beings and the world (Crotty, 2003). Constructionism plays an important role in
the social context of constructing meaning, with meaning developed as individuals
engage, interpret and make sense of their world and retell their stories. In this sense,
meaning is constructed, not created (Crotty, 2003). Schutz (2007) and Sandelowski
(1991) argue that reality is socially constructed rather than ‘out there’ for us to observe,
since people describe their world not ‘as it is’ but ‘as they make sense of it’. Clandinin
and Connelly (1999) report on the value of exploratory life-story social constructionist
narrative, stating that it is effective and appropriate where the aim of the research is to
give meaning to events within a framework of agreed intelligibility, and the stories
created are informed by the collective narratives of our cultures and communities.
McAdams and Logan (2006) state that life-stories are social constructions; they are oral
and told between people. Telling, retelling, writing and rewriting stories are
fundamental parts of social life and our study of it. A definitive life-story does not exist
for any individual, rather the chapters in the stories are reorganised throughout their
lives, when they select different events to include in those chapters depending upon
their audience and current perspectives (McAdams, 2006; Linde, 1993).
Aspects of life-story methodology have been adopted for this research study because it
explores a specific phenomenon within a bounded context (Merriam, 1998), supported
by semi-structured questions. This is consistent with the research purpose, epistemology
and theoretical perspective, the bounded context of Australian social workers’
understanding and meaning of their international practice. The data-gathering strategies
employed to gather data from the research participants involved in-depth interviews.

3.3.2. Theoretical Perspective
The study’s theoretical perspective of critical theory builds upon the ontology and
epistemology of the research to create a set of principles, which underpin its
methodology and methods. It is, as Geuss (1981) states “a reflective theory which gives
agents a kind of knowledge inherently productive of enlightenment and emancipation”
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(p. 2). Critical theory comprises the notion that knowledge is power, and it is a means
by which humans are oppressed. Held (1980) posits that the opportunity arises to
challenge oppressive practices. (as cited in Greenslade, 2013).
In the field of critical theory, Gramsci provides a useful lens for this research in his
theory of cultural hegemony, which posits that culture and ideology play an important
role in controlling individuals (Greenslade, 2013). Physical or economic domination are
therefore not the only means by which individuals are oppressed, because the dominant
culture is able to ideologically indoctrinate individuals so that they remain subordinate
(Simon, 1991). Questions arise about the influence the Western (north) social work
profession has on those from the south, and the implications of such practice. The
struggle for humanisation, breaking the cycles of injustice, exploitation and oppression
lies in the perpetuation of oppressor versus oppressed. In these roles, “those who
commit the injustice, the oppressors, do not only deny freedom to those they oppress,
they also risk their own humanity, because oppressor consciousness tends to transform
everything surrounding it into an object of its domination” (Freire, 1998, p. 40). This is
an important consideration for Western-trained social work practitioners as they
practice internationally; a need for critical thinking and consciousness raising is a
valuable aspect in their work (Freire, 1970).
The aim of a critical methodology is being able to provide knowledge, which engages
the prevailing social structures, deemed by critical social researchers to be oppressive
structures (Harvey and Green, 1993). According to Crotty (2003), critical forms of
research call current ideology into question, and initiate action in the cause of social
justice. The research focus is on identifying participants’ understanding and meaning
making of their international practice experiences in the construction of their lives
(Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). The research requires a much greater sensitivity to the
interpretative procedures through which meanings are achieved (Harris 2003). It is
qualitative and interpretative in nature. Crotty (2003) defines a constructionist
knowledge framework as contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and
out of interaction between human beings and their world. The constructivist
epistemology in this study, what May (1993) refers to as the ways in which we perceive
and know our social world, also sits comfortably within the ontology-critical approach,
interrogating commonly held values and assumptions, challenging conventional social
structures, and engaging in social action, with concerns of issues with power and
oppression exposing the forces of hegemony and injustice (Crotty, 2003). Critical
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thinking means not taking for granted the present social order but actively looking for
social change (Payne, 2005).

3.3.3. Research Methods
Qualitative research methods support the theoretical perspectives and methodologies for
this study as it aims to understand the dynamics of social phenomena in their natural
context, and to generate rich description from diverse perspectives (Trevithick, 2012 b).
Qualitative methods produce data in different forms but typically as language (Walter,
Nutely, Percey-Smith, McNeish, & Frost, 2004). Qualitative research (Mason, 2002)
explores a wide array of dimensions of the social world, including the texture and
weave of everyday life, the understandings, experiences and imaginings of our research
participants, the ways that social processes, institutions, discourses or relationships
work, and the significance of the meanings that they generate. It has an unravelling
capacity to constitute compelling arguments about how things work in specific contexts
(Mason, 2002).
Qualitative methods are preferred, particularly in support of unstructured interviewing
because they allow access to other people’s views and experiences, without imposing on
them the researcher’s ideas about what is important (Sammon, 2010). Where
observation is used, it is likely to be a participant’s observation, with the researcher
taking part in what they are studying in order to understand how the participant
perceives it (Sammon, 2010).
The research questions often stress how social experiences are created and given
meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The value-laden nature of such an inquiry stresses
the relationship between the researcher and subject/s, as well as the situational
constraints that shape the inquiry. In addition, the research seeks to promote power
sharing between the researcher and participant by decreasing power hierarchies through
a range of processes that may be more naturally aligned with the qualitative methods
(Alston & Bowles, 2003). The decision to use a qualitative approach in support of the
research is based upon its usefulness to achieve in-depth enquiry, allowing the
researcher to explore in-depth interviews with participants, and in the process allow
participants to explain and reflect upon their experiences (Grbich, 1999). This approach
allows participants to enter a dialogue with the researcher as a means of critical
reflection, raising their self-awareness in their understanding and meaning making in
their practice experiences. Freire (1999) states that “Without dialogue there is no
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communication, and without communication there can be no true education”. As there
has not been a great deal known about the topic from within the field of social work, the
research needs to be able to probe for insight into this phenomenon in an ongoing
dialogue with participants (Greenslade, 2013). Finally, although the topic is not
perceived to be a sensitive one, it may raise sensitive issues that require participants to
self-reflect on their experiences that may be difficult to explore and may expose them to
potential repercussions. I deemed that qualitative research methods would be better to
build trust and rapport (Rubin & Babbie, 2008). I felt naturally drawn to use qualitative
methodology because it provides a level of understanding, which promotes the power of
personal choice about how participants wished to express themselves through a process
of ongoing consciousness raising, critical reflection/reflexivity and critical thinking.
Researchers find themselves interrogating commonly held values and assumptions,
which challenge conventional social structures, and engage in social action concerning
issues of power and oppression (Crotty, 2003). Ideas about reflexivity have also been
applied, particularly in critical thinking about practice (Payne, 2007).
Qualitative research methods provide access to participants’ views and experiences,
without imposing the researcher’s ideas about what is important. It is for these reasons
that the choice to use qualitative research methods was used for this study.

3.3.4. Theoretical Frameworks
This thesis is informed by three theoretical frameworks: postcolonial, humanist and
anti-oppressive, and how they are utilised in relation to the structural context of
interrelated social work. The three theoretical frameworks provide a means to
conceptually understand the wider context around the individual social workers in the
study. The theoretical frameworks are not a means of understanding the individual
social workers themselves in terms of their possible use of theoretical knowledge and
what this theoretical knowledge may be. This is an important distinction for the
purposes of the thesis.
The three theoretical approaches, and utilisation, try to understand such areas as
motivation at a general level, for why a group of social workers may work in the area of
international social work, (humanist theory) and what may be the nature of the
interactive dynamic between ‘Western’ Australian social workers and the ‘other
country’ setting of their practice, provides a possible means of gaining a contextual
referent to the nature of the experiences and responses to these by the social workers
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themselves. The thesis does not seek to provide a set of theoretical possibilities as to the
individual social workers themselves practicing in an international setting. Rather, the
thesis seeks to await the emergence from the data as to what may be a theoretical
construct to understand this experience and what guides how social work is understood
and the evidence of which is in Chapter Six.

3.3.4.1. Postcolonial Perspective
Stemming from critical theory, postcolonialism seeks to explain issues of opposition,
privilege, domination, struggle, resistance and subversion, as well as contradiction and
ambiguity; providing a critique of the relationship between knowledge/power and an
understanding of how representations of the world in words, ideas, images, and texts
create and reflect beliefs and produce actions (Bhabha, 1994; Spivak, 1990; Said, 1978).
Postcolonialism is a recognition of social theories, concepts, and frameworks, which
have been shaped by imperial domination. It is an invitation to see and think otherwise
(Go, 2016). Imperialism emphasises expansion and glory of the dominating power,
while colonialism’s emphasis is on the invasion, oppression and domination of the
colonised (Said, 1993). Variety of knowledge is needed to help decolonise
consciousness; to manage colonialism’s legacies and find alternative representations or
knowledge that does not fall prey to colonialist knowledge, misrepresentations and
terrifying violence (Go, 2016). It “continues and seeks to complete the work of
decolonization” (Venn, 2006, p. 3)
Post-colonial theory challenges Western knowledge construction, truth and
representation and calls into question claims of academic knowledge and intellectual
authority. Postcolonial analysis recognises how discourses shape the way we do things
(Hickling-Hudson, Matthews, & Woods, 2004). Questions arise as to the domination of
Western academic knowledge in the developing world, and that of the role and
responsibilities of Western-trained social work practitioners employed in Asian, Pacific,
Middle Eastern and African countries in terms of their practice and accountability. From
a postcolonial perspective, contested conceptions of knowledge, such as race and
culture are major objects of study. Smith (1999) argues that knowledge, and the
research methods that accompany this conception, simply constitute a dominant
Western narrative or ‘regime of truth’. Indigenous peoples and indigenous knowledge
are marginalised by a view of the world through ‘imperial eyes’, a view which
(re)inscribes the dominant, exclusionary Western beliefs. Smith (1999) notes that
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concerns relate to the current moves to commercialise and technocratise environmental
knowledge.
The unreflective practices of colonisation continue to silence other ways of knowing
and being, with an ongoing and profound impact on the lives of indigenous people
(Smith, 1999). McConaghy (2000) argues that it is necessary to examine the impact of
historical, political, economic and social factors on local contexts, as well as ethical and
epistemological debates about the nature of knowledge. Colonial assumptions and
contestations pervade educational systems (Hickling-Hudson et al., 2004). Conflicts
rage over the educational implications of race, ethnicity, gender and degrees of
privilege, and not least, over the love-hate relationship between former colony and
former coloniser (Hickling-Hudson et al., 2004). Although decolonisation challenges,
counters, and generates contradictory impulses toward change in most societies, this
process has only modified rather than erased embedded patterns of disadvantage
(Hickling-Hudson et al., 2004).
A postcolonial seeking of healthier alternatives draws on both local and global
knowledge and wisdoms (Teasdale, & Ma Rhea, 2000) to overcome the entrenched
social, economic, political and environmental problems of the modernist development
paradigm (Crush, 1995; Escobar, 1995). This theoretical approach provides research
participants with the opportunity to critically reflect upon their own commonly held
values and assumptions, challenging conventional social structures, and engaging in
social action, regarding issues of power and oppression (Crotty, 2003).

3.3.4.2. Humanistic Perspective
The humanistic perspective acknowledges individuals’ inherent drive towards self actualisation; the process of realising and expressing one’s own capabilities and
creativity (Payne, 2011). It also adopts a holistic approach to human existence and pays
special attention to such phenomena as creativity, free will, and positive human
potential. It encourages viewing as a whole person that is greater than the sum of our
parts and encourages self-exploration rather than the study of behaviour in other people
(Payne, 2011).
Values and principles of humanistic social work practice include creativity in human
life and practice, developing self and spirituality, developing security and resilience,
accountability, flexibility and complexity in human life and practice (Payne, 2011). As
humanists, Freire (1970) and Rogers (1963) highlight the need for developing critical
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consciousness of situations which have oppressed and dehumanised others. Such
dehumanisation is the characteristic of exploitation, oppression and injustice, which
marks those whose humanity is stolen and those who have stolen it. According to
O’Hara (1989), full humanity cannot be carried out in isolation or individualism
because it can only take place in fellowship and solidarity. Action/reflection in
fellowship and solidarity equates to dialogue: “Dialogue cannot exist without hope and
critical thinking. Hope comes from human beings’ constant drive to complete
themselves, and critical thinking comes from the drive to change reality” (n.p.).
Sammon (2010) describes the underlining humanistic perspective that every person
shows in their own unique way of perceiving and understanding the world and that the
things they do only make sense in this light.
I favour research methods that provide the opportunity to understand people’s
subjectivity. In relation to the nature-nurture debate, I prefer to consider nurture and
value the uniqueness of an individual’s influence in perceiving and understanding the
world. I also acknowledge the influence of biological drives and needs. The humanistic
perspective provides an opportunity for self-exploration and actualisation for
participants in challenging their thinking about their motivations for entry into
international practice, raising their levels of consciousness within a shared and safe
environment within an interview setting (Sammon, 2010). This approach provides an
opportunity for participants to creatively explore ways to promote personal choice about
how they wish to express, understand and make meaning of their international
experiences from a critical perspective.

3.3.4.3. Anti-Oppressive Practice
In a world of growing inequality and oppression, there is a need for social work practice
that works for social justice and societal transformation, whilst simultaneously
addressing people’s immediate needs. Structural social work is one such theory of
practice (George & Marlowe, 2005). A key aspect of structural social work, adopted
from feminism, is connecting the personal to the political through critical
consciousness-raising. Critical consciousness encourages people to identify, examine,
and act on the root causes of oppression (Carroll & Minkler, 2000).
Poststructuralist theorisation draws our attention to diversity and multiplicity of truths,
the power of discourses to construct individual and social life, and the fluid and
complex nature of identity (Fook, 2012). Hence structural feminist analysis helps us to
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understand the institutional dimensions of power (Mullaly, 2010; Fook, 1993), and
poststructuralist theories assist us by demonstrating that oppressive power relations are
maintained through the acceptance of various dominant discourses, which we have the
agency to deconstruct and resist (Fook, 2012; Fook & Morley, 2005).
Anti-oppressive practice, derived from diverse lived experiences, is concerned with not
only analysing human interactions based on principles of equality, but also considering
the interconnections that exist between the major social divisions of class, race, gender,
disability, sexuality and age as they impact on the individual, family and community.
Anti-oppressive practice is a person-centred philosophy, and egalitarian value system
concerned with reducing structural inequalities upon people’s lives, a methodology
focusing on both process and outcome; and a way of structuring relationships between
individuals that “aims to empower users by reducing the negative effects of social
hierarchies on their interaction and the work they do together” (Dominelli, 1994, p. 3).
The driving force of anti-oppressive practice is the act of challenging inequalities
(Adams, Dominelli, & Payne, 2002), which highlight the lived experiences of oppressed
identities (Campbell, 2002; Dominelli, 2002, 1998; Dalrymble & Burke, 1995). This
definition includes a clear understanding of the use and abuse of power within
relationships on personal, family, community, organisational and structural levels.
These levels are not mutually exclusive because they are interconnected, shaping and
determining social reality (Clifford, 1995). It promotes the view that personal
experiences are inextricably linked to and determined by social, cultural, political and
economic relationships within specific geographical and historical situations. This
process of location allows the opportunity to challenge those who see only race, gender,
or class. (Adams et al., 2002). Social workers’ contributions are not only included in the
development of specific knowledge, skills and understanding (Trevithick, 2005)
because they also shape our values and work-perspective that embraces the importance
of social justice.
Foucault (1980, 1977) is concerned with the way that knowledge and power mutually
reinforce each other. He discusses how power is present as a set of fluid forces in every
social relationship and pervades society in many forms and locations. Different groups
in society exercise power by promoting a specific discourse or truth, and they
acknowledge that this gives them power (Cuff, Sharrock, & Francis, 2006). Social
workers can also use this sort of power/knowledge with their clients (Foucault, 1980,
1977). Anti-oppressive approaches focus on unequal experiences of oppression and
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privilege, and they highlight the need for social workers to desist from creating further
oppression through their practice (Mullaly, 2010).
The anti-oppressive principle of reflexivity demands that workers continually consider
the ways in which their own social identity and values affect the information they
gather. This includes their understanding of the social world as experienced by
themselves and those with whom they work (Adams et al., 2002). Clifford (1995)
explores anti-oppressive practice in terms of its use and abuse of power in relation to
individual or organisational behaviour, which may be overtly, covertly or indirectly
racist, classist or sexist, and in relation to broader social structures. The complex nature
of oppression is witnessed in the lives of people who are marginalised in this society.
Social work practitioners have a moral, ethical and legal responsibility to challenge
inequality and disadvantage (Adams et al., 2002). This multi-disciplined theoretical
framework, informed by anti-oppressive principles, provides social workers with a tool
to understand and respond to the complexity of the experience of oppression.

Summary
This research is an explorative, interpretative, socially constructed, critical enquiry
which explores the lived experiences of participants practicing internationally in Asian,
Pacific, Middle Eastern and African countries. Qualitative methods support in-depth
semi-structured interviews. The theories supporting the critical framework highlight
postcolonial, humanist and anti-oppressive perspectives, which provide a valuable
contribution in support of the research in addressing oppression and power imbalances.

3.4.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

The challenge, methodologically, is to have enough labels to commence a shared
conversation, whilst also allowing for the possibility that individual social workers will
conduct the conversation with other concepts. So, the study seeks an approach to
methodology, which enables the subject to come forward, as well as find a common
ground for the structure of conversation around the concepts of social work, social work
practice, Australian social worker, and international social work.
According to Bartlett (1970), the effective operation of a profession rests on a body of
common symbols, ideas, and concepts through which the practice can be described and
the practitioners can communicate with each other. The utilisation of concepts requires
the researcher to identify concepts, and to indicate how these concepts may be
understood, utilised and linked to other concepts. There are four concepts of relevance
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stemming from the study. These are: social work, Australian social worker, Australian
social work practice and international social work. It is important for the study to be
clear about the terms being used since Australian social worker, working/practicing,
trained, international and social work knowledge all connote general and specific
meanings. The key definitions provide a conceptual definitional clarity to the reader, in
understanding how terms are being used in Chapter One.
The conceptual framework presented shows the individual concepts and the relationship
of these concepts to each other as a means of possibly understanding the experiences of
Australian social workers working in predominately Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and
African countries. The research results stem from the interviews, and test the
speculative framework presented against how the participants in the study view their
international social work experience.

3.4.1. What is a Concept Framework?
According to Meemeduma (personal communication, June 17, 2016), the concept refers
to the identification of concepts and their relationship to each other, which provides a
means to frame the phenomena being considered or observed. It is a positional slice of
the research, and it is how I wish to view these phenomena, conceptually at the time.
The conceptual framework, on completion of the research, may be supported or not,
though it offers the opportunity to explore how international social work by Australian
social workers, in Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African countries, may be
conceptually referenced. The development of the conceptual framework for the study is
a genuine explanation.

3.5.

Trevithick’s Framework

According to Trevithick, (2012 a), “There is no other profession whose work is
exclusively located in the areas of urban decay and neglect, or whose efforts are almost
solely targeted on working with people from deprived and disadvantaged sectors of the
population, many of whom experience discrimination and social exclusion on a daily
basis.” (p. 1). In addition, “Social work practitioners work with some of the most
complex, unpredictable and troubling areas of human experiences. For this reason,
social work practice is also an intellectual activity” (Trevithick, 2012 a, p. 3). As
Coulshed (1991) highlights “there are no easy remedies in social work, especially when
we are confronted daily with oppression and deprivation” (p. 3).
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Trevithick (2012 a) argues that if the profession is to become a credible global one, it
needs to recognise the justification of its practice through knowledge building. There is
a call to justify our practice since it cannot be based purely on our own preferences, but
it must include an awareness of practice approaches that have been shown to be
effective in specific contexts. This knowledge may come from research or reading, but
it may be drawn from our own practice experiences.
Trevithick (2012 a) calls upon practitioners to develop knowledge and skills, a toolbox
of practice skills requiring a sound knowledge base with which to understand people
and their situations, and to formulate plans of actions. This involves understanding how
human experiences are perceived, understood, and communicated by people, and how
this has an impact upon behaviour, and life situations. It is for these reasons that
Trevithick’s Knowledge, Skills and Values Practice Framework is used for approaching
the phenomenon of Australian social workers practicing in Asian, Pacific, Middle
Eastern or African countries. The framework provides a model to show how social
workers understand and make meaning of their practice experiences. As Bartlett (1970)
highlights “But by far the greater part of practice knowledge is imbedded in practice”
(p. 73).
Trevithick’s conceptualisation is not considered to be a source of knowledge on its own,
but as a method by which knowledge can be acquired and updated (Trevithick, 2012 a
and b). It is a user’s map or knowledge base for professional social work practice,
emphasising the importance of thinking critical thinking (Gibbs & Grambrill, 1996),
and critical reflection/reflexivity (Sheppard, 1998). Its focus is on how knowledge and
skills are applied in practice, specifically, how theoretical and factual knowledge are
used to inform the intervention chosen (Trevithick, 2012 a & b).
A central feature of the framework is an awareness of how practitioners present
themselves as professional social workers, including, how they use self-knowledge and
intuition (Munro, 2011) or tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1969), to inform their
communication with clients. This framework highlights how different practice
perspectives reflect the way we think about and interpret events and the actions we take
in social work. Perspectives, according to Trevithick (2012 b), can cover all areas of
human experiences. They are shaped by the assumptions and interpretations that we
make about the world and what it means to be human.
The framework includes three interweaving features, firstly, theoretical knowledge,
which covers three theoretical knowledge areas, including theories that illuminate our
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understanding of people, situations and events; theories that analyse the task and
purpose of social work; and practice theories and perspectives that are sometimes used
in direct work (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Their task is to inform understanding and
action. Secondly, factual knowledge, which describes theories in a way that are
accessible, provable and applicable outside the domain of theory. Thirdly, practice,
practical or personal knowledge, which describes how knowledge can be used in
different practice situations to produce sound judgment and effective decision making.
It explains how practice has been conceptualised. It asks what knowledge do
practitioners draw on? (Trevithick, 2012 a & b; Sheppard, 1998; Gambrill, 1996). This
framework recognises the knowledge that all parties bring to the encounter, it reframes
and elevates the knowledge, demonstrating that all knowledge is relevant and is used in
a way that can guide understanding and action (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). The research is
seeking an awareness of how practitioners present themselves as professional social
workers, in their understanding and meaning of their experiences, and how these
experiences influence their practice. From these perspectives, the learned skills and
interventions used constitute knowledge skills, and values in action (Trevithick, 2012 a
& b).

3.5.1. Process
Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) is used as a guide to explain participants’ lived
practice experiences across three narrative timelines: entry, experiences and outcomes.
This framework helps to give meaning to results, in support of participants’
understanding and meaning of their international practice.
This chapter presents international social work practice as a phenomenon, which travels
through time and constitutes process (Hofstein, 1964; Taft, 1944, 1937; Robinson,
1942). This process is utilised in the presentation study findings to identify how these
concepts travel through time in relation to themselves and in relation to the interaction
with each other. This time understanding is premised on the capacity of a phenomenon
to have an identifiable presence, for example, phenomenon proceeds through a set of
events, or experiences, to reach another event/state or outcome. Social work treats
process as structure and focus over time, but in this thesis, process is used as a structure,
rather than focus. Process, as a concept of structure is identified, for example, via
process of participants’ entries into international practice, experiences in practice, and
outcomes from these experiences over time, and therefore, utilised in the Findings
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chapter. Process, as an experience, starts somewhere and triggers into international
practice as decision information is collected, decisions made, and the preparation is
completed. Events happen whereby people participate in diverse international practice
in various worldwide contexts, and outcomes/generated, particularly in relation to
whether an individual continues to participate in international practice. Process, as the
major conceptual approach to the study findings, is defined as an understanding of a
phenomenological experience that can be viewed though time (Hofstein, 1964). This
temporal understanding is premised on the capacity of a phenomenon to have an
identifiable presence/being since it does not come from nowhere, and proceeds through
a set of events or experiences to reach another event state or outcome.
Social work has always recognised process as social work practice, which is a key
component of any lived experience, in relation to both context and individual relational
dynamics. Both the concept of process itself, as well as the conceptual understanding of
phenomenon having different experiences, have a long tradition in social work
conceptual thinking, as evidenced in the original work of Richmond (1917); Taft (1944,
1937); Robinson (1942); and Hofstein (1964), and continues in present social work
approaches by White (1997); Perlman (1975); and Hollis (1972).
To consider the data from a process perspective, three significant sub-concepts are
outlined, which reflect the process nature of the phenomena of Australian social
workers in international praxis, and the dynamic inter-relationship of process as a
movement, which travels through time and importantly, which is impacted dynamically
by what has been, what is, and what will be. These three sub-concepts are Entry,
Experience and Outcome.
These three concepts are premised concept definitions in that they have a linear
sequential impact, and they also have identifiable stages. These are understood to be in
linear, causal relationships to each other, [E➔E➔O], whilst, being fully acknowledged
during a dynamic process. For participants, their experiences, for example, may result in
the need to review, reassess, or re-evaluate their work situation, a result of challenging,
difficult or complex practice circumstances. There may be times when participants need
to problem solve, to negotiate, critically reflect, analyse, assess, critique or question
those problematic practice contexts. This in turn may result in participants needing to
make changes in their current employment, to acquire new knowledge, adapt/create new
ways of working if they are to remain in their current position, explore changing their
current working environment, or decide to return home. Participants’
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circumstances/experiences may result in ‘kick back’ where they may depart from or
change their current employment, resulting in re-entering the country later. This process
evolves its own circular unity. Experience ➔Outcome queries what experiences do with
this. The circular relationship of E➔O involves negotiating, reflecting, re-valuating,
rethinking, re-negotiating to being overseas, highlighting what you are doing. Problem
solving, and decision-making are key factors in this process.
This framework describes meaning and it accounts for professional work, utilising
theory to explain practice in a specific way. As the findings arise, meaning evolves and
questions arise about it. The purpose of this framework is to describe social work
practice as an intellectual skilled activity, to identify how social work skills and
interventions can be used in practice to enhance our effectiveness and help bring about
positive changes (Trevithick, 2012 a & b).

3.5.2. Issues Arising with Trevithick’s Framework
This framework may or may not work, as it is limited in terms of factual knowledge
with its primary focus based on an agency context perspective. The framework stems
from recent changes in the British social work education system (Lishman, 2002). The
impetus for these changes was in keeping with the government’s modernisation agenda,
which was influenced in part by the publicity surrounding the inquiries into the death of
children (Trevithick, 2012 a). It was not designed for international context perspective,
or for an in-country practice context, and therefore the framework may be too narrow
for the purpose of this study. Working within a practice setting, as a cultural outsider,
must mean more than agency setting having a broader socio-political, religious context,
within an organisational setting such as Islamic, communist, Hindu, Buddhist contexts.
In this section, I enquire whether social workers use any knowledge, theoretical, factual
or practical, in their international practice. Theoretical and factual knowledge focus is
based on knowing that (Ryle, 1949), and is concerned with knowledge acquisition,
practice knowledge focus is on knowing how (Ryle, 1949), domain comprising skills
and intervention used by practitioners in translating knowledge. It is what social
workers ‘do’ in practice.
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The knowledge used in practice can derive from four key sources:
•

personal learning or life experience

•

formal teaching and learning

•

practice experience

•

focused reading/research findings.

The knowledge acquired from these four sources is not fixed in its form, but rather is
given form by the perspective of the beholder, the social workers themselves, the client
and the agency (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Social work practice is much more than the
use of different forms of knowledge. The relationships social workers’ build and
communicate, shaped by the values these embrace, are of central importance and can be
creative in character (Trevithick, 2012 a).

3.5.3. Chapter Summary
This chapter explores the practice-guide of international social work literature, focusing
on social workers’ use of knowledge in practice. It provides a rationale and argument
for the importance of knowledge in guiding practice. It seeks to determine the
individual practitioner’s overseas practice ‘construct’ as their ‘knowing’ to guide their
practice and how they practice. It is their understanding of their ‘knowing’ as it is
informed by professional knowledge in social work (body of knowledge), which is used
by them in their own individual ways, informed guide-knowledge, values and identity.
The chapter highlights the overview about what guides practice – a positioning in
relation to the role of professional knowledge, secondly it explores the use of social
work knowledge in practice. Thirdly, the theories supporting the critical framework
highlight postcolonial, humanist and anti-oppressive perspectives, which provide a
valuable contribution in support of the research in addressing the structural context of
international social work.
In addition, this chapter explores the methodological approaches and conceptual
framework of the research. The literature examines the relevant and appropriate
methodologies, methods and conceptual approaches to think about the research. The
chapter also outlines the conceptual framework of the research and highlights
Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) to reflect upon how professional knowledge is
acquired over time.
Contested debates regarding knowledge-forming continue to occur. Marsh and Fisher
(2008) argue for a radical reform of the ways that knowledge is produced. Bartlett
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(1970) posit that the strongest forces determining the growth of a profession are the way
in which the members perceive and define what they are doing or trying to do, their goals,
knowledge and techniques.
Chapter Four introduces the research design and methodological overview to the study,
reflecting the methodological approach, including the conceptual and theoretical
framework, rationale, justification for undertaking qualitative research, and the
influences of social work principles. This research proceeds to discuss the conduct of
the research including research questions, participant criteria, sampling, recruiting, data
collection, data management, and overview of participants.
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4.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
“To travel at all is to hold ideas about the behavioural and social terrain over
which we journey. To show no interest in theory is simply to travel blind. This
is bad practice and unhelpful to clients” (Howe, 1987).

4.1. Introduction- Research Design and
Methodological Overview
Chapter Three explored the practice-guide of international social work literature,
highlighting social workers’ use of knowledge in practice. Literature Review focused on
professional values, knowledge and skills as a platform for understanding and guiding
professional social work practice with particular attention to the role of professional
knowledge in shaping Australian trained social workers understanding why and how
they undertake their practice. The literature examined the relevant and appropriate
methodologies, methods and conceptual approaches to think about the research. The
chapter also outlined the conceptual framework of the research and addressed process
highlighting experiences through time. Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b),was used
to reflect upon this process by exploring a model of how professional knowledge is
acquired over time. The Columbo Plan explored social workers’ interest in working
internationally.
This chapter introduces the research design and methodological overview to the study,
reflecting the methodological approach, including the conceptual and theoretical
framework, rationale, justification for undertaking qualitative research, and the
influences of social work principles. This research proceeds to discuss the conduct of
the research including conceptual and theoretical framework, rationale for qualitative
research, influences of social work principles, research questions, participant criteria,
and sampling and recruitment.
Data analysis is described in detail, highlighting both manual and computer-based
analysis processes. Strategies to promote methodological rigour is also outlined. Ethical
issues of consent, confidentiality, benefits and risks of the research are identified and
discussed, in support of addressing ethical requirements of the study. Limitations and
methodological challenges are also explored. An overview of the chapter is also
provided.
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The purpose of this chapter is to explain and justify the research design, ‘the logic that
links the data to be collected and the conclusions to the initial questions of the study’
(Yin, 2003).

4.1.1. Research context
This research seeks to define and examine Australian social work practitioners’
understanding and meaning of their international practice in Asian, Pacific, Middle
Eastern and African countries. The methodological chapter provides the basis for this
process.
The research explores the following questions:
1.

What are the practice experiences of Australian social workers working
internationally?

2.

What guides Australian social workers’ practice in an international context? This
research examines the background of social workers in the study, and how the
individual Australian social worker experiences, understands and responds to the
practice content of working in the Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African
regions.
The study contributes knowledge of international social work practice by:
•

Gaining a socio-demographic professional picture of the trained social
workers in the study, which has not been seen before.

•

Describing and analysing the types of activities and the context of these
activities the social workers were/are involved in [experienced].

•

Describing and analysing how the social workers understand what they are
doing, and what if anyway it can be understood as social work, for example,
social work as an identifiable set of values, knowledge, skills
[understanding].

•

Describing and analysing how social workers’ understanding of the doing of
the activities acted, or not, to shape the responsive action of the social
worker,
[for example, intervening within the Asia-Pacific practice context
[responding].

Of particular interest to the study, is how the experience context of the social worker
(for example, country practice context), informs the understanding of the social work, as
to what this context means for them as a social worker, and how the social worker
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sought to or acted, actually or potentially, to shape what the phenomenon of being a
social worker was for that individual social worker, and across the social workers of the
study group, and what new knowledge has been developed in support of social workers’
experiences.

4.2.

Methodological Approach

4.2.1. Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
In Chapters One and Two, the study identified concepts, including such terms as social
work, social work practice, Australian social worker, and international social work.
When conceptual ideas are identified as possible labels to discuss international social
work (in relation to a social worker practicing in Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and
African countries), we are faced with the challenge, methodologically, of how might
participant social workers, working in Asian and Pacific countries, understand, and
make meaning of their experience.
The use of concepts provides us with a language to frame the methodology (especially
in relation to questions). However, it also raises the problem that the concepts of the
researcher may not be the language of individual social workers. This study seeks to
explore an approach to methodology which enables a common ground for the structure
of conversation to be found, as well as to allow the subject to come forward around the
concepts of social work, Australian social work practice, Australian social worker, and
international social work.
Social work is an interrelated system of values, theory and practice (IASSW/IFSW,
2001). Social work bases its methodology on a systematic body of evidence-based
knowledge derived from research and practice evaluation, including local and
indigenous knowledge specific to its context (IASSW/IFSW, 2000). For any knowledge
to be valuable in social work, it needs to be relevant and applicable to the issues
regularly encountered in practice. Conversely, practice also needs to inform knowledge,
and in an ongoing way, through conceptualising what we do in ways that revise existing
theories where they are at odds with the experiences of practice (Trevithick 2012 a &
b). Knowledge is central to effective practice. We seek and use knowledge in order to
understand ourselves, others and the world around us (Trevithick 2012 a). A central
aspect of this quest is the search for truth and the desire to know what constitutes reality
or, as Popper (1994) states, “the shaping of reality through truth” (p. 7). Exploration of
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what constitutes knowledge naturally leads to a discussion about what constitutes truth
or reality. Central to this purpose is the development of skills and interventions that are
capable of influencing people and their environment (Halpern et al., 2004).
This research study is qualitative and exploratory in nature, underpinned by social
constructionist epistemology. An interpretative and critical lens is applied to the
process, addressing issues of power and ethics (Fook, 2002; Crotty, 2003; Gray &
Webb, 2014; Giddens, 2001; Trevithick, 2012 a & b), informed by post-colonial,
feminism, anti-oppressive practice, and a humanistic critical lens. The study is
conducted using semi-structured questions, and elements of life-story narrative.

4.2.2. Constructionism
Located within a constructionist epistemology, this study aims to generate constructive
meaning and understanding from everyday accounts, where all knowledge and
therefore, all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices being
constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and the world (Crotty 2003,
Gubrium and Holstein, 1997). This approach “requires a much greater sensitivity to the
interpretative procedures through which meanings are achieved” (Harris, 2003).
Sandelowski (1991) and Schutz (2007) argue that reality is socially constructed rather
than ‘out there’ for us to observe; people describe their world not ‘as it is’ but ‘as they
make sense of it’.
Constructionist research understands participants as “being engaged in a process of
meaning making, as they are confronted by, and react to their environments”
(Greenslade 2013). There is no objective truth waiting to be discovered by us. Truth, or
meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our
world. There is no meaning without a mind. The aim of constructivist inquiry is to
interpret research participants’ meanings, which are themselves interpretations, and
produce a “substantive theory” (Charmaz, 2006) or “working hypotheses” (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).
Social construction proposes that understanding about the world comes from
interactions between people as part of many interchanges in a social, cultural and
historical context. According to Payne and Campling (2005), social construction theory
assists in the explanation of this concept. Mitchell and Egudo (2003) state that social
constructionism calls for a grounding of knowledge in the context of its social
interaction. It emphasises the social and cultural nature of narrative discourse, and
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context plays a crucial role in the social construction of reality and knowledge, to
explore and provide meaning of the phenomenon of how individuals or groups make
sense of events and actions in their lives.
Crotty (2003) posits that a constructionist knowledge framework is contingent upon
human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and
their world. Constructionism, according to Riessman (1993), allows for how individuals
and groups make sense of events and actions in their lives, through examining their
stories. This process is achieved by acknowledging the important role individual values,
beliefs and worldview play in the individual’s construction of meaning. In this study, I
explore socially constructed research relating directly to participants’ international
practice experiences. This process includes listening to the participants’ interpretation
and analysis of their practice experiences, and then determining whether sources of
knowledge were acquired or created in relation to their international practice. These
sources of knowledge, if any, are important to practitioners because the way in which
knowledge is acquired influences how it is used (Trevithick, 2012 a & b).

4.2.3. Trevithick’s Knowledge, Skills and Values
Framework
This study is supported by Trevithick’s knowledge, skills and values framework (2012 a
& b) for approaching participants’ socially constructed understanding and meaning of
their international practice experiences. This model seeks to integrate theory and
practice knowledge, through a multi-component framing of knowledge, referred to as
firstly, knowledge-sourced thinking theory (hypothesis knowledge), secondly, facts
(contextual practice knowledge, policies, legislation), and thirdly, practice (knowledge
acquired through practice experience and practice wisdom).
According to Trevithick (2012a) social work is, and has to be, a knowledgeable and
skilled activity. In social work, knowledge is often judged in terms of its utility,
“practice validity” (Sheppard, 1998, p. 763), or “fit for use” (Pawson et al., 2003, p. 39).
Relevance and accessibility are highly valued. However, often there is a gap in
knowledge between the ‘producers’ - academics and researchers, and the ‘users’ –
practitioners. This division is discernible in the “specialised language” (Eraut, 1994, p.
30) used in academic circles - declarative, procedural, and product knowledge, which is
not part of the lexicon in everyday use by social workers.
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A central feature of perspective presented is that the theoretical, factual and practice
domains of this framework can be used to highlight the knowledge that all parties bring
to the encounter, particularly social workers and service users - knowledge that is
essential to inform the assessment process, analysis, decision-making and action
(Trevithick, 2012 a & b). This indicates that social work practice is much more than the
use of different forms of knowledge since the relationships we build and communicate,
shaped by the values these embrace, are of central importance and can be creative in
character (Trevithick, 2012 a).
This division between the ‘producers’ and ‘users’ of knowledge has led some academics
to suggest that social workers may not be drawing on knowledge to inform their
practice. Meanwhile, others have argued that theory and practice are being synthesised
by practitioners but not in ways that are evident, in terms of producing “a good verbal
description” (Schön, 1983, p. 31) of what they do. This view is indicated in a research
study which suggests that ‘knowing’ can sometimes be communicated in less formal
ways and “expressed via examples, stories, metaphor, as well as understandings that
resemble existing theoretical knowledge or that which has been reformulated and
synthesised in practice” (Osmond & O'Connor, 2004).
Social workers generate new knowledge through practice by experimenting and
problem-solving, especially in relation to the ways in which professional standards,
government legislation, social policy, or agency protocols affect clients. Frontline social
workers have vital information to influence policy and change agency practice.
Practitioner-generated (Cha et al., 2006) or craft knowledge (Eraut, 1994) is more
commonly described as practice wisdom (Sheppard, 1995). According to Trevithick
(2012 a & b), the knowledge available/acquired, from the aforementioned sources, is
not fixed in its form, but rather given form by the perspective of the beholder, so to
speak, be that of the social worker themselves, client or agency.
Trevithick’s (2012a & b) framework provides a conceptual referent for how the process
journey across time (Chapter 4 results) may be understood and possibly expanded upon
to provide a means of understanding the professional process the Australian-trained
participants engaged in, in this research project, when they practiced social work in
other countries.
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4.3.

Rationale for Qualitative Research

A qualitative, interpretive, critical methodology approach, using semi-structured
questions, and elements of life-story narrative, provides a means to address the research
questions. The methods utilised by this study are informed, at each stage, by the
theoretical perspective and methodologies.
The ontology of the research, the theory concerning what exists (May, 1993), relies
upon the premise that knowledge is mediated through a complex set of political, social
and structural relations since it is constructed, negotiated and renegotiated continually,
according to the context in which the knowledge is being gained and the power relations
which are in operation (Crotty, 2003). In the case of this study, a set of understandings,
have been gained from previous work in related areas, which are discussed in a
literature review. It is expected that these understandings will be altered and mediated
through engagement with the key participants in the research, and result in new, more
informed understandings of the phenomena, which can be used to inform social work
practice. Qualitative research methods will also support the theoretical perspectives and
methodologies for this study as it aims to understand the dynamics of social phenomena
in their natural context, and to generate rich description from diverse perspectives
(Trevithick, 2012 a). Qualitative methods produce data in different forms, but typically
as language (Walter et al., 2004).
This approach allows the researcher to explore and discuss with participants their
awareness of how they understand and make meaning as professional social workers
and reflect upon their experiences. As there has not been a great deal known about the
topic being explored from within the field of social work, the research needs to be able
to probe for insight into this phenomenon in an ongoing dialogue with participants
(Greenslade, 2013). Finally, even though the topic is perceived not to be an inherently
sensitive one, nevertheless, it may raise sensitive issues that require participants to
selfreflect on behaviours that may be difficult to explore and may expose them to
potential repercussions. I deemed that qualitative research methods would be better
facilitated by the opportunity for researcher and participants to build a sense of trust and
rapport (Rubin & Babbie, 2008).

4.3.1. Influences of Social Work Principles
Social work is a profession very strongly based on specific values. Principles of social
justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are central to
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social work. (The International Federation of Social Workers, 2014). The opportunity
for researcher and participant to build a sense of trust and rapport (Rubin & Babbie,
2008), based on social work principles of respecting and valuing the human being, is
suitably facilitated using qualitative research methods. This research study seeks to
promote power sharing between the researcher and participant by decreasing power
hierarchies through a range of processes that may be more naturally aligned with the
qualitative methods (Alston & Bowles, 2003), influenced by social work principles.

4.4.

Research Questions

The research questions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) stress how social experiences are
created and given meaning. The value-laden nature of such an inquiry emphasises the
relationship between the researcher and subject/s, as well as the situational constraints
that shape the inquiry.
Qualitative methods are preferred, particularly in support of unstructured interviewing,
as they allow access to other people’s views and experiences, without imposing on them
the researcher’s ideas about what is important. Where observation is used, it is likely to
be a participant’s observation, with the researcher taking part in what they are studying
in order to understand how the participants perceive it (Sammon, 2010).

4.5.

Participant Criteria

Participants are Australian qualified social workers, eligible for AASW membership,
presently working, or having previously worked in an international context, during the
past two years. To support the research aims, participants needed to have an
appreciation and understanding, (way of thinking about, sense making) of what
practice was generally, though more importantly what practice looks like within an
international context. Participants needed to have a conceptual framework in thinking
about not only what practice looks like, but also what practice looks like within an
international setting to fully appreciate what the research was seeking to discover. Two
years’ practice experience was thought to be a suitable minimal time frame for
participants to demonstrate their understanding of their international practice
experiences. As the research aimed to explore Australian trained social workers’
international practice experiences, participants needed to qualify as a member of the
AASW, given it is Australian social workers’ national body. Participants were invited
to participate in the research through social work networks, professional bodies and
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international agencies. Their practice roles varied with seventeen social workers
participating in the study.

4.6.

Sampling and Recruitment

Participants were recruited to the study using purposive sampling. This method of
sampling is useful in cases where the aim is to seek out participants who are most likely
to have experienced the process under study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), and where a
small group of people will form the basis of the project. Snowball sampling was used,
as a method, which “identifies cases of interest from people who know people who
know what cases are information-rich” (Kuzel & Patton, as cited in Miles & Huberman,
1994).
The recruitment process involved:
•

Researcher’s direct professional known contacts.

•

Professional colleagues’ recommendations.

•

Conference attendance and search relating to recruitment of unknown
interested participants.

•

AASW branch contacts via national and international committees.

•

Recruitment generally via word-of-mouth.

•

Accidental opportunities such as attendance at AASW and professional
development workshops.

The recruitment process was an extremely positive process in terms of participants’
willingness to engage in the research and its timeframe for completion of recruitment.
The recruitment process was completed within approximately three months. Initially,
the recruitment for social workers was going to be conducted through advertisement in
the AASW newsletter, though this was identified as being unnecessary, given both the
access to and willingness of participants to be involved in the research. The recruitment
process was not a difficult process. Indeed, I was shocked by how many people were
interested in participating in the research and how quickly the process of recruitment
was completed.
I recruited twelve participants via a process of indirect and unknown contacts.
Participants heard about the study through different avenues, including word-of-mouth,
through my direct targeted and accidental recruitment processes, and via
recommendations from colleagues. Five were recruited through professional known
direct contacts, for example, AASW, professional development training, and via
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professional work colleagues. The issues stemming from the recruitment process were
minimal overall, although I was initially concerned about one participant in terms of
eligibility. This participant was identified as having an overseas social work
qualification only. In discussions with this participant, I was advised that this
qualification had been recognised by the AASW and therefore this person was deemed
eligible to participate in the research project. This evidence had been demonstrated by
the participant’s extensive AASW active involvement and research conducted over
recent decades at a local, national and international level. (Ethical Clearance
HSV/22/11/HREC)

4.7.

Screening

When participants indicated their initial willingness to participate in the research, I
arranged a meeting, either face-to-face, online (email, Skype), or by telephone contact,
along with a letter highlighting criteria for participation prior to the commencement of
the interviews. Following the initial meeting, I posted and emailed research documents
to participants for their review and approval, which explained the research study, and
included an information sheet and consent materials.
Prior to the commencement of the formal in-depth primary interviews, an initial pilot
interview was conducted with the aim of assessing the appropriateness of interview
questions and teasing out any problematic issues arising from the interview. Note-taking
and reflective journaling were also undertaken during the pilot interview and throughout
both primary and secondary interviews.
Subsequent to the completion of the seventeen primary in-depth semi-structured
interviews, I reviewed each participant’s narrative and explored and identified potential
ethical issues stemming from their interviews. From the primary interviews, a series of
six secondary in-depth interviews were conducted. This process continued until
saturation was completed. Seventeen participant primary interviews and six secondary
interviews were conducted over a three-month period.

4.8.

Data Collection

The data-gathering strategies employed to assemble data from the research participants
involved in-depth interviews. This was appropriate for the research as it was largely
qualitative and inductive, that is, I began with concrete observations of the phenomenon
itself and attempted to develop a more abstract description of or theory about the
phenomenon. Australian social workers, working internationally, are a small but
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growing body of workers whose individual and collective voice has been identified in
the research. This study provides a prime opportunity to redress a lack of balance in the
literature about Australian social workers’ experiences working overseas.
Using a reflective journal supported my data (socio-demographic data, pilot interview,
and primary and secondary interviews) and collection. Given that qualitative research is
inherently interpretative, biases, values and judgments of the researcher need to be
explicitly acknowledged so they are taken into consideration in the data presentation
(Creswell, 1994). I also took notes during interviews, in order to capture accuracy and
correctness of conversation, which are vital to the analytical process as the notes may
suggest new interpretations, as well as connections with other data. Note-taking was a
helpful tool to collect data.
The socio-demographic life/work history profile for each participant was determined,
using an Excel spreadsheet and summary sheets to record information (Flick, Von
Kardorff, & Steinke, 2004). By reducing and re-ordering their narratives into a brief
summary, their stories were told in their own ways. The socio-demographic data was
displayed via Excel spreadsheet as a means of collecting data. Throughout the research
process, I engaged with each participant and a process of relationship building was
established. With each interview conducted, a relationship with the material also began
to build that identified elements of emerging themes. Each interview transcription was
re-read several times, enabling a deepening of the data and identification of recurring
themes. Theme identification is one of the most fundamental tasks in qualitative
research. It is also one of the most mysterious (Ryan & Bernard, 2003).

4.9.

Potential Risks

Potential risks include distress to participants in discussing unpleasant, stressful or
distressing experiences as a result of their international practice experiences. While the
research does not set out to consider all forms of practice, it was reasonable to assume
that ethical practice issues and incidents/events/situations could be disclosed at some
point by participants, which had been concerning for them. Another potential risk was
the revelation of the identity of a participant and their disclosure of identifiable persons
within the context of their narratives.
Identifiable information arose from the participants’ disclosed information and they also
revealed their identities. Identified information becomes non identifiable through a
process of coding, theming and use of pseudonym names. Participants completed a
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consent form, were made aware of the AASW Code of Ethics, Griffith University’s
research ethics code of conduct and data management storage.

4.9.1. Risk Minimisation Strategies
The study only included people who were willing to participate and who were aware of
potential risks of personal disclosures. Carefully considered methodology was
undertaken. A series of primary and secondary interviews were conducted so that
participants could reflect and self-analyse their practice experiences. Strong and
accurate referral processes were developed to ensure people received support if
required.
Why do the benefits outweigh risks?
There was a demonstrated need for this knowledge – it was not available anywhere else,
or from direct sources. This research creates an opportunity to redress the current
limited awareness of the impact of Australian international social work practice in this
context. The understanding of Australian international social work practice is limited in
the literature, and this study aims to influence Australian international social work
practice, and policy and practice in the social work field.
The research creates opportunities to reduce the potential risk of ethical issues arising
for social workers, by influencing policy and service structures. On a personal level for
participants, there was also evidence in the literature that suggests that people manage
their behaviour according to constructs in the mind about how to behave, developed
from past experiences. We construct events differently from one another. Therefore,
looking at and changing people’s constructs may help change behaviours (Kelly, as
cited in Payne & Campling, 2005). The benefits of the research include:
•

Raising awareness of the significance of practice issues facing Australian
trained social workers working in an international context.

•

Adding new knowledge to the field.

•

Innovation of methodology to the field.

•

Development of knowledge in a previously unresearched area.

•

Opportunities to influence policy and practice of international social work
development

•

Self-revelation and peer revelation for participants

•

Speaking to a receptive listener about experiences.

•

Developing a collective voice (for participants) through the research.
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•

Strengthening and enhancing the Code of Ethics and International Federation
of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics/Principles.

•

Developing a Code of Conduct for professional social workers.

•

Building upon social work literature in support of international practice.

•

Lived story methods of research are highly relevant for social work,
providing context-dependent knowledge critical to the development of any
field, critical cases to which to test theory, and atypical and other cases with
which to develop hypotheses or to refine conceptualisation.

Within the substantive areas of social work, narrative inquiry may be used to study
aspects of development that may otherwise be overlooked. Narrative inquiry provides
knowledge needed to fulfil the mission of social work (Wells, 2011).

4.10.

Consent

Only those participants who were able to provide informed consent were included in the
research. They were required to be voluntary participants, who were willing to
participate, and who were fully aware of the possible risks involved with the research.
All participants were provided with written documentation outlining the consent
procedures, information about the research aim, objectives and process. At the
commencement of each interaction with research participants, I reiterated the key points
of the information and consent documents, and they reminded the participants of their
right to withdraw from the research at any point.
One version of the information and consent documents was developed. These
documents were written in Standard English, and they were intended for the participants
only. In addition to the formal, written information and consent processes, several
strategies to check the understanding of the consent and to refresh people’s memories
about their rights to withdraw from the study were developed.

4.11.

Confidentiality

Identifiable data was collected from participants. Consent forms were provided for
participants to express their granted consent. In addition to the formal, written
information and consent processes, several strategies to check the understanding of the
consent and to refresh people’s memories about their rights to withdraw from the study
were developed were acknowledged throughout the research. The original data was
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collected in an identified form, (matching purposes), but data was then de-identified
through a process of coding, theming and providing pseudonym names. Table 3:
Participant’s pseudonym name and demographic details.

4.12.

Data Management

Research data was stored both in my locked filing cabinet and computer Nvivo data
management system. Through building relationships with participants, I encouraged
participants to come forward with any confidentiality concerns they may have had in
light of the research and to feel comfortable to discuss their concerns. I supported
participants by reassuring and advising them that confidentiality factors were being
adhered to as addressed in the information sheet and consent form

4.13.

Overview of Participants

A total of seventeen social workers participated in face-to-face, online, (email and
Skype), and telephone interviews. They were in three states or territories in Australia,
and in Asian and Pacific countries. The sample included two males and fifteen female
social workers. Participants were located across three fields of practice: academia (5),
paid consultants (5), and volunteers (7), in a variety of roles including project work,
consultancies, front-line humanitarian work, volunteering, in-kind work, consultants
and front-line humanitarian work. Participants were aged from 20-60+ years. Most of
academics were 40-50+ years old, aid workers were identified as being in the age range
of 40-60+years old, and volunteers were in the age range of 20-50+ years old. All
participants were identified as having an educational profile, having an undergraduate
social work qualification, Bachelor of Social Work (BSW). Typically, academics had a
PhD, with one paid worker, and volunteer also having a doctorate qualification, while
paid workers and volunteers also held post-graduate qualifications. Participants had a
range of experience from two-year postgraduation to over thirty years of social work
experience. They ranged from entry level graduate volunteers to senior academic and
paid consultants. They either chose a pseudonym or elected to have one chosen for
them. Table 3 lists pseudonym names.
Participation in this research project was voluntary and participants could withdraw
from the research at any time. Most of the participants had both prior personal and
professional international experience, primarily, as a result of childhood family
holidays/postings, migration, interest in travel and work opportunities. Most of the
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academic, paid workers and volunteers had between 5-40 years international lived
experience.

4.14.

Data Analysis

4.14.1. Process
For the purpose of presenting analysis of the findings, a process approach to presenting,
considering and analysing the findings was undertaken, as a means to identifying and
analysing social work participants’ international practice experiences over time (Taft &
Robinson, 1933, 1942; Faatz, 1953; Hofstein, 1964), using Trevithick’s framework to
demonstrate participants’ ability to acquire knowledge over time. To consider the data
from a process perspective, three significant sub-concepts are outlined, which reflect the
process nature of the phenomena (occurrence) of Australian social workers in
international praxis, and the dynamic inter-relationship of process as a movement,
which travels through time and importantly, which is impacted dynamically by what has
been, what is, and what will be. These three sub-concepts are Entry, Experience and
Outcome [E➔E➔O].
These three concepts are premised definitions in that they have a linear-sequential
impact, and they also have identifiable stages. Participants understood their experiences
in terms of linear, sequential, causal relationships to each other, [E➔E➔O], whilst,
they fully acknowledged a circular and spiral unity occurring during this dynamic
process. Participants’ experiences, for example, can revert and impact entry, (decision
to leave practice and later to return and re-enter practice) and outcome can revert and
impact experience, (decision to stay but with changes made to practice). This process
evolves its own circular unity. For example, a worker may experience complexities or
dilemma or difficulties in his/her practice. S/he then asks the question what do I do with
this experience? How do I make sense of this issue? How do I resolve this issue? This
involves a series of circular relationships incorporating problem-solving and decision making processes. These circular processes may include assessing, negotiating,
reflecting, re-valuating, rethinking, re-negotiating, finally resulting in the experience
leading to an outcome, (experience outcome), based upon their decision. For the
purpose of the chapter structure, these three concepts are used within a process
approach to presenting, understanding, and analysing data, which are defined and
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analysed. The research is guided by using Trevithick’s Knowledge, Skills and Values
Framework (2012 a & b).
Data analysis was undertaken using both manual thematic analysis and Nvivo 10 for
Mac Beta online program, designed to facilitate qualitative techniques for organising
analysing and sharing data, as well as a data management system. All data collected
through interviews were transcribed verbatim, and then coded as well as supported by
Nvivo 10 program. Emerging themes were identified and drawn from the data in the
phase Miles & Huberman (1994) call data display or compression. Conclusions from
the data were drawn systematically, seeking out the regularities, patterns, explanations
and commonalities between data sets. The data was tested throughout for its validity by
assessing its plausibility, sturdiness and confirm ability (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
A series of seventeen primary and six secondary interpretative, in-depth, semistructured
interviews were designed as an effective way to collect participants’ data, (sociodemographic questions and elements of narrative), interviews, using the work of
Polkinghorne (1988); Neimeyer (2000); Riessman (2001, 1993);Grbich (1999);
Clandinin and Connelly (1999); Denzin and Lincoln (1998); Carr (1986);
ByrneArmstrong (2001); Linde (1993); White (1997); Mitchell and Egudo (2003); and
Layder
(1993). Throughout the data analysis process, important aspects of Trevithick’s Skills
and Knowledge conceptual framework (2012 a & b) were considered (Crotty 2003).

4.14.2. NVIVO 10 Coding
I entered the entire transcript into a qualitative data management program called Nvivo
10 and coded each paragraph into themes and sub-themes, using the participants’ own
language wherever possible. Nvivo computer provided the opportunity to link relevant
and important themes via ‘Word–tree’. All transcriptions were re-read from within the
computer program and initial codes that captured the descriptive themes were
developed. In establishing and implementing inductive (pre-set and non-pre-set) nodes
into the Nvivo program, I was able to provide a visualisation of the coding of the
themes on the software program through a colour coding system.
Initial coding built upon the repetitive (frequency), themes and moved on to search for
commonalities that were mentioned by most participants. Repetition is one of the easiest
ways to identify themes. Some of the most obvious themes in a corpus of data are those
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“topics that occur and reoccur” (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975) or are “recurring regularities”
(Guba, 1978) that have emerged in the first round of manual analysis, and I progressed
to search for similarities, commonalities and differences, as were mentioned by most
participants (Glaser, 1978; Charmaz, 2000, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Themes
included descriptions of participants’ motivation for entry into international practice,
personal and professional values, ethical, moral practice issues, values,
challenges/barriers to their practice, social work profession and professional identity,
(how participants presented themselves as practitioners within the context of their
practice experiences).
Once the commonalities between participants had revealed preliminary codes, a process
of analysis that searched for deeper codes began, through a process of six secondary
interviews. This was aimed at moving beyond describing the data to identifying patterns
and explanations (Rubin & Babbie, 2008). Similarities and differences are what Glaser
and Strauss (1967) refer to as the “constant comparison method” involving a search for
similarities and differences by making systematic comparisons across units of data.
Clearly, looking for repetitions and similarities and differences as well as cutting and
sorting techniques were the most versatile techniques for discovering themes. Each can
be applied to any type of qualitative data (Ryan & Bernard, 2003).
Nvivo allowed for ‘tree nodes’ which capture a broad topic and can then include ‘child
nodes’ which are subsets of the broader codes. This process was highly useful in
moving from descriptive analysis to understanding the connections between themes and
as a result of this process, new codes emerged and codes already established in
preliminary coding grew in complexity and subtlety (Greenslade, 2013). This process of
analysis continued until a point was reached where no new codes were emerging.

4.14.3. Manual Coding
Manual thematic analysis, outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) involves five steps,
representing a clear sequence of events:
1.

Knowing (knowing your data)
-

Transcribing and reading data more than once.

-

Task is ‘to know your data,’ and become familiar with who said what in
the interview.

2.

Coding (code and memo table)
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-

Categories data, engage with what this may mean and begin the process
of organising data into a more meaningful inter-connected process.
Themes will emerge from data, building on a process of memo-ing
(commentary/annotation) of data (hunches, thoughts) which draw
together findings from different sources (Wisker, 2001).

3.

Theming (generating themes from data)
-

Look for broader themes generated from the data analysis, (overarching
themes that will connect all aspects of the data and make sense of it). The
drawing together of codes created into groups (themes) will become
substantive structures for data analysis.

4.

Selecting (choosing which pieces of data best illustrate themes) Illustrate theme chosen, selecting wisely and honestly.
-

Holiday (2007) states “selected fragments contain the elements that have
been recognised during analysis which generate the thematic
organization”.

5.

Committing (writing down in research report)
-

The process of analysing data is ongoing, the memo, codes, and themes
that emerge have, at some point, to be decided upon and committed to
paper, involving ‘letting go’ of data.

-

Must not allow process to continue indefinitely.

Each transcription was read three times when coding was also reviewed. Transcriptions
were manually coded using different coloured highlighter pens to identify primary and
secondary codes until no further codes or themes were identified. Looking for themes in
written material typically involves examining texts and marking them up with different
coloured pens. Sandelowski (1995) observes that analysis of texts begins with
proofreading the material and simply underlining key phrases “because they make some
as yet inchoate sense”. This process assisted in enhancing and strengthening the
rigorous nature of the coding process, validity and trustworthiness of the data analysis.
In support of both the manual and computer Nvivo analysis process, I also undertook to
use word lists and the Key Word in Context (KWIC) technique to draw on a simple
observation (Manning & Schutze, 1999). To generate word lists, I identified all the
unique words in a text and then counted the number of times each occurred. Computer
programs perform this task effortlessly, via Nvivo ‘Query’ data analysis program.
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Word-counting techniques produce what Tesch (1990) calls data condensation or data
distillation, which assists in concentrating on the core data. I identified key words or
phrases and then systematically searched the corpus of text to find all instances of each
key word or phrase. Each time I found a key word, I made a copy of it and its
immediate context. Themes were identified by physically sorting the examples into
piles of similar meaning.

4.14.4. Overall Data Analysis Perspective
The processes I found to be particularly useful at the analysis stage included
summarising each participant’s work/life story into an Excel spreadsheet, coding the
data into themes, and sub-themes using each participant’s own language to describe
them, (Nvivo word tree and manually), highlighting ‘quotable quotes’ early in the
process, pulling out one phase to represent each participant, and exploring each
participant’s commonalities and differences using narrative data analysis process
(Mitchell & Egudo, 2003). Using many different analysis research techniques,
continuously interrogating the data, understanding that analysis and writing up are
interwoven processes (repetition, similarities and commonalities), provided a rich
source of research data.

4.15.

Methodological Rigour

Establishing trust with participants was a key consideration for the methodology
research rigour. Engagement and rapport building were an essential for establishing,
enhancing and strengthening relationships with participants. I aimed to provide
reassurance and certainty to participants that their identifiable information was
deidentified and confidentiality was reassured. Processes such as providing participants
with consent forms seeking their approval, using de-identifiable (coding, theming, and
pseudonyms), along with reflective journaling, note-taking, progress email updates,
supervisor’s guidance, all played a significant role in securing methodological rigour.
As an insider researcher, I was aware of my research role and responsibilities in
undertaking an objective and neutral stance in interviewing the participants. I
acknowledged my insider perspective with the participants initially, before the
interviews commenced, so they were aware of my past practice experiences. I deemed
this to be important to state as a means of being transparent and ethically accountable to
the participants, and to legitimise my interest for the research. I was consciously aware
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that I could have a lot in common with the participants and how easily it would be for
me to engage with them in sharing their lived practice experiences. I undertook the role
of being an empathetic, non-judgemental, respectful active listener in supporting and
encouraging and reassuring the participants.

4.16.

Ethical Issues

Significant ethical issues were addressed and were guided by several sources including,
Griffith University Research Committee’s approval prior to the commencement of the
recruitment process, the AASW National Ethics Officer, Griffith University Human
Research Ethics Manual, the Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics,
(2010) and International Federation of Social Workers’ Principles (2014) as well as a
range of research texts (Egan, Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2006; Robson, 2002; Miles &
Huberman, 1994).
Anonymity and confidentiality in protecting the participants’ interests and well-being
were also an ethical consideration (Babbie, 2007). Deception for participants in research
is an ethical consideration. Handling both participants and researchers’ identities in
research is an ethical concern (Babbie, 2007). Clegg (2004) and Clapton (1999) both
discuss a hermeneutic approach to ethics, or the construction of an ethical environment,
as critical to the production of research in this context. This study is directly responsive
to this body of work. The ethics and practice issues of effectively including professional
social workers in research, at participant level, has been reviewed in preparation for the
study.
There is also a need for qualitative researchers to be aware of their own power when
conducting research to ‘help’ the other (Fine, 2003). The power comes from the
researcher being an insider researcher. A dilemma in this approach is that of the moral
and ethical stance taken by the researcher (Hunter, 2010). I am guided by the Code of
Ethics of AASW and IFSW. Having insider information creates opportunities for the
researcher to enter in dialogue and engage with participants, and of domination in
interviews. The process of telling one’s narrative has a moral dimension to it
(Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005) since the story told usually involves choices. Whether
these are made overt or kept covert, the moral and ethical stance of the researcher is
believed to influence the co-construction process, just as the moral and ethical stance of
the reader of this paper will influence the co-construction of its meaning. With sensitive
topics and given that the process of telling one’s narrative can be transformative
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(Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005) or even therapeutic (Stuhlmiller, 2001), this leaves a
heavy burden of responsibility on the shoulders of the researcher.
This research project design is based on a hermeneutic understanding of ethics (Clegg,
2004), with specific emphasis on the creation of an ethical environment. This ensures
that the individual consent of participants is not the only mechanism to ensure the
fairness of the research process.
At the conclusion of the research, a summary of results will be made available to
participants in several different ways:
•

Provision of a written summary of results to any core participants wishing to
receive it.

•

A written summary of results will be provided to key agencies and
individuals interested in receiving it.

•

A written summary will be sent to the AASW national office, international
social work committee, IFSW and relevant other national and international
social work agencies.

These processes are yet to be finalised. Figure 1 outlines the sequence of research
activities.

4.17.

Limitations

This is a small-scale study in which participants were purposively selected. It does not
aim to make generalisations about Australian international social work practitioners’
experiences, but rather it seeks to use the data gathered to make some assessment about
the way in which participants understood their professional international practice
experiences and to explore what ‘guides their practice’.
Although Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) seems to conceptually identify factual
knowledge as relating to a context setting, (where practice occurs), this model is defined
in too narrow a way for the purpose of this study. Working within a practice setting, as a
cultural outsider, must mean more than ‘agency’ setting, having a broader
sociopolitical, religious context within an organisational setting.

4.18.

Methodological Challenges

Trevithick’s framework ( 2012 a & b),importantly needs to be noted is not intended to
act as a ‘reductionist’ approach to Stage Two data (though it is acknowledged that this
is a risk when utilising the framework to ‘look back’ on the participants’ data). Yes,
there is an underlying assumption that all social workers use professional knowledge in
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their practice. What is important to note here is if they do, they use professional
knowledge, then how does this occur in practice? Such a reductionist approach would
take it for granted that the participants’ international practice experiences reflect the use
of professional knowledge to understand/manage the international context of their
role/work and reflect this use according to Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b).
However, social work is aware of its own complexity, and as noted in earlier chapters, it
is recognised that the presence and role of professional knowledge in the conduct of
professional practice is an accepted ‘received idea’ (Rojek et al., 1988) of what
constitutes social work as a profession, and what is expected in the thinking-doing
components of professional practice. I acknowledge the possible risk of being accused
of the act of taking a reductionist approach in using Trevithick’s framework, although, it
is not my intent to do so.
To avoid a data analysis reductionist position questions are poised speculatively, for
example, in the data findings of the journey across time, it is asked firstly, was the
research indicating (and in what form), the participants drew upon a professional
knowledge base to understand and respond to/manage the international context of the
specific practice context they were/are working (paid/volunteer) in? For example, was
professional knowledge used? If so, what constitutes professional knowledge? What
knowledge were participants using?
In addition, if professional knowledge is utilised to understand and respond to/manage
an international practice context, in what way did this occur, without presupposing that
the manner of professional knowledge utilisation is as Trevithick’s framework would
suggest? For example, whether participants used existing social work knowledge,
whether participants adapted existing social work knowledge to the existing context,
whether participants had access to, and utilisation of new knowledge from the existing
context, and other contexts like the new knowledge area context.

4.19.

Chapter Summary

Undertaking a qualitative, interpretative, social constructionist methodology provides an
opportunity to develop new creative knowledge, knowing what and how participants
understand about their international practice experiences. The ‘interpretive’ use of an
idea in social work, in a new context, is a minor act of knowledge creation (Eraut,
1994). The conceptual framework presented highlights the individual concepts and their
relationship to each other as a means of possibly understanding the experiences of
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Australian social workers working in predominately Asian and Pacific countries,
supported by Trevithick’s Knowledge, Skills and Values Framework( 2012 a & b). The
research results stem from the interviews, and test the speculative framework presented
against how the participants, in the study, viewed their international social work
experience.
The conceptual framework, on completion of the research, may be supported or not,
though it offers the opportunity to explore how international social work, by Australian
social workers, in Asian, Pacific, Middle Eastern and African countries, may be
conceptually referenced. The development of the conceptual model for the study is a
genuine explanation.
There are four concepts of relevance stemming from the study:
•

social work

•

Australian social worker

•

Australian social work practice

•

international social work

It is important for the study to be clear about the terms being used, such as Australian
social worker, working/practicing, trained, international and social work knowledge,
since all carry both general and specific meanings. The key definitions provide a
conceptual definitional clarity for the reader to better understand how terms are being
used in Chapter One.
Chapter Five explores participants’ experiences of their international practice. It
examines factors influencing participants’ entry into practice, the experiences they
encounter in entering international practice and finally, outcomes resulting from
participants’ experiences.
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5.
FINDINGS 1: THE PRACTICE AND EXPERIENCES OF
AUSTRALIAN SOCIAL WORKERS
“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step” (Lao-tzu 604
BC531BC).

5.1.

Introduction

Chapter Four outlined the research design and methodological overview to the study,
reflecting the methodological approach, including the conceptual and theoretical
framework, rationale, justification for undertaking qualitative research, and the
influences of social work principles.
This chapter and the following Chapter Six report on the findings from the study. These
are organised around the two key research questions. Chapter Five presents the practice
experiences of Australian social workers working internationally – first, how they
entered international practice; second, what were their experiences and challenges in
these roles and third, what were the outcomes of these practice experiences and
positions. Chapter Five then reports on the deeper questions of what guides their
practice and how the workers used knowledge in their practice.

5.2.

Entry into International Social Work

This study explored key factors influencing participants entry into practice: such as
motivation, preparation and practice readiness. As discussed earlier in Chapter Three, in
this research, entry refers to how participants gathered information and found out about
international social work. It includes unexpected opportunities workers encountered to
enter international practice, how they were recruited, made decisions, prepared to go
and their arrival in country.
Participants in the study included five academics, four paid workers and eight
volunteers. Some strategically chose to work overseas while for others it was less
planned or a one-off experience. A set of complex dynamics influenced participants
entry into international practice including the following factors:
1.

Prior lived and work experiences (personal and professional) international
experience.

2.

Motivation for entry into international practice- worker’s rationale and reason
for entry into international practice.

3.

Worker’s competencies (quality of worker/outcome).
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4.

Market forces (Government/non-government lead contracts/projects)
worker’s ability to be financially able to self-fund, knowing what work is
available, securing work university projects/partnerships.

Most of the academics identified as having entered international practice intentionally,
with repeated short-term visits over time as a common pattern. Eric (Academic) reports
on his work in Vietnam:
You’re actually got to work on encountering ‘other’ and working out together
what people want to learn, what are the issues in the local context, what are the
systems. What will really fit? How could they take the idea of social work, and all
the practices that other people have developed and build something that is good
for Vietnam. So, I think from the feedback that I’ve had, it is on this basis I kept
being invited back.
Paid workers highlighted a desire to secure work, as being their primary reason for entry
into international practice. This group relied heavily on continual international work for
their income and most were sole traders/self-employed workers. Typically, paid
workers operated within a small business model for the purpose of securing
employment. Their work often involved short-term consultancies, (on site/off-site),
contracts requiring a series of multiple negotiated entries. This search to secure, and
sustain work, was often complex and impacted by market forces. Entry was described as
precarious, uncertain, and difficult in negotiating, especially for paid workers (selfreliant for generating income and securing sustainable international work).
Elizabeth (Paid Worker), highlights the precarious nature of her international work:
It’s a calculated kind of decision you need to make around things, making yourself
available, working with the limitations of the system, ability to contain the job, dilemmas
of payment, no guarantees as there is no job description, the job is never going to be what
you think it will be, staff pay issues, no clear contract. Most volunteers entered
international practice as a series of one- off negotiated entry points over time period, (six
months to two years). The majority reported having directly entered practice
internationally via a range of pathways such as Australian humanitarian/disaster
relief/management volunteer programs or university Field Placements and study tours.
Only one volunteer, Jamie reports entering international practice unplanned. While
travelling with her brother in Cambodia, Jamie
“accidentally” became involved in an international project.
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Summary
It emerged that participants entered international practice via a series of pathways.
Eleven participants entered practice directly, and a majority had a clear strategic vision
for entry into international practice. Academic and paid workers tended to have secured
a series of multiple on going short-time arrangements in support of their practice, while
volunteers were observed to secure work largely through a process of voluntary
employment/project/contract work for longer terms. Six participants entered
international practice in less planned ways for example holidays, disaster relief
assistance or faith- based projects.

5.3.

Motivations

This section reports on participants’ motivations. How motivation influences and
impacts on social worker practice is an important consideration for this research, which
explored why participants entered international practice, the experiences they had, and
how they practiced. Motivations can be understood across four broad domains as seen
in Table One. Most practitioners were chiefly motivated by a need to secure work and
secure a career pathway though altruistic motivations were also evident. It is important
to note here that motivations were often multiple and conflated.
Table 1 Participants’ Motivation for Entry into International Practice
Classificatio
n

Altruism

Secure
work

Academics

1

2

Paid
workers

1

3

Volunteers

1

Total

3

5

Career
pathway
s

Desire to
travel and
work
2

5

2

5

4

Further analysis of the data revealed a range of intrinsic and extrinsic motivational
factors, influencing social workers’ general motivation for entry into international
practice.
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5.3.1. Intrinsic Motivation
The research shows that three participants primarily entered international practice from
a desire to be effective, to act, to help other people and to improve the life quality of the
client, thus exercising intrinsic (exercise the will to) motivation. These participants
affirm that altruism (moral, ethical) was an important motivational consideration for
their entry into international practice. Susan, (Paid Worker), states that her social work
values influenced her decision to enter international practice:
I have a kind of passion for international development for social worker as a
profession. I have a holistic view of people’s well-being. My values have been a
big motivator to become a social worker.
Colleen (Volunteer) reports that her faith-based values influenced her decision to enter
international work:
I am here to make a difference, humble experience. I have a strong Christian
church orientation, Christian values.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) reports her moral responsibilities as being her primary
motivation for entry into international practice stating, we have a moral obligation need is so acute.
Such responses support Fowler and Kam’s (2007) argument that altruism as intrinsic
motivation, has a moral and ethical base. These responses also reflect the notion of
intrinsic motivation as being driven by internal psychological needs which directly
influence the level of engagement to undertake the work (Rackauskiene et al., 2013).

5.3.2. Extrinsic Motivation
The research findings indicate extrinsic (external) motivation also has an impact on
participants’ entry into international practice. External factors include the desire to
experience difference (personal travel, combine travel with work); livelihood (secure
work, earn an income); professional development (development specialist/expert
knowledge/skills/qualifications); career path (in search of career).
Sandra (Paid Worker) states that a need to expand her career had a bearing on her
motivation to enter international practice:
Social work is less valued in Australia and therefore a natural transition from
Australian practice to international humanitarian work in areas of Gender
specialist in conflict zones. My social work values fit comfortably for international
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work, for example, community development work. I was feeling frustrated with
trying to work on social justice in conservative institutions. I outgrew my role in
Australian agencies, wanted to apply my skills in a different way, I needed to
expand my role, influence policy and career path.
Judith (Academic) reports that an experimental exercise between her university and an
Indian university influenced her decision to enter international practice:
I thought it was an interesting opportunity to go to India to see what there was to
see and to see what might come of the relationship between X University and Y
University. So really it was entirely an experiential opportunity in the beginning,
and it was accepted that we could go.
According to Christine (Paid Worker), her impetus for entry into international practice
was her desire to undertake an international placement to build her skills:
My primary aim of doing the social work degree was to actually come out of the
degree having done an international placement. I was really keen to see how
social work translates in a developing country context.
The participant’s responses support Rackauskiene et al. (2013) notions of extrinsic
motivation. For example, participants refer to external factors influencing their decision
to enter international practice, such as strengthening career path options, university
experiential opportunity, and opportunity for international field placement.

5.3.3. Combined Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation
Not surprisingly, most participants were motivated by both intrinsic and extrinsic
factors. For example, Peter (Academic) reflects on the many reasons people enter
international practice and provides an account of his own motivations to combine work
and travel by entering this field:
The drive is the same as what you would do. I think most people entering into
social work, come in with some notion that they’d like to leave the world a bit of
a better place and then we dress that up with social justice, human rights, human
dignity, empowerment of people. Feeling a bit sorry for disadvantaged. That’s
probably the same cluster of things that probably motivates a whole lot of folk.
Susan (Paid Worker) reports that her Salvation Army upbringing and international
experiences influenced her motivation for entry into international practice as well as her
need for paid work:
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The motivation was very much; while I’ve always had an interest in international
work I’ve probably, from my upbringing in the Salvation Army, of which I’m still a
member where we had lots of interaction with Missionaries. My parents, and my
mother, in particular, knew a number of missionaries and so I was aware of different
things that happened in countries that weren’t Australia. It sort of broadened my
understanding of social justice issues, poverty, but also a sense of community and
how that can be different in different countries.
Kora (Volunteer) confirms that her motivation to enter international practice was based
upon both her social work vocation and career prospects:
A personal kind of calling, notion of doing good- not spiritual, sick of working in
non-professional organisations, good opportunity for career.

Summary
The study found that participants entered international practice for a variety of reasons
and were motivated by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Rackauskiene et al. (2013)
report similar findings generally, though these have not been specifically linked to an
international context. Participants were clearly able to identify their motivations even
when there were multiple factors influencing their decisions. Having unpacked
motivations for entering practice, the study then explored how practitioners prepared for
the tasks ahead.
Participants’ responses support Rackauskiene et al. (2013) state that motivation is
driven by both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors.

5.4.

Preparation

This section presents participants’ responses about preparation for international practice.
Preparation includes what steps practitioners took themselves, as well as what
organisations provided to assist them.
Catherine (Academic) reports that an important consideration of her own practice was to
prepare students for international practice:
It’s an enormous social issue so you know, and PhD students may be unprepared,
so although I do spend a lot of time preparing them, but sometimes they can find
it overwhelming and need a lot of debriefing everyday about what is going on. So
that particular issue has raised its head not only overseas, but in Australia. So
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just being aware of my team is really, probably the most crucial and then dealing
with that and debriefing every night regardless, so that people feel supported.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) offers a reflective view of how considered the preparation
needs to be especially concerning ethical dilemmas:
It is about who you are, what you bring to the international context and knowing
what it is all about. Knowing what international practice is about, knowing how to
understand it, and how you are going to respond to it, is an essential component to how
to work internationally…I’d say that if you enter international social work not expecting
particularly, if you work in developing countries, not expecting moral dilemmas then
you're a fool because they will present constantly, absolutely constantly and you have to
weigh up and consider what you do, what you’re going to do in the face of these dilemma’s
and when you work in child protection you’re absolutely guaranteed… to face them
because children are not always seen as valued commodities in countries, particularly
certain types of certain categories, and your often put in the dilemma of having to condone
bad practice or having to let bad practice go without comment to achieve some greater
good. A few volunteers felt that they were prepared for their international practice by the
organisation engaging them. For example, Colleen reports that her training in India
assisted in her preparation for international practice:
The preparation was really that CIF course that I did in India, because that
opened my eyes to how social work is practiced in the developing country. India
is, was the social work degree in India was one of the very first in the world. Very
shocked to find that out, 1932, and to see the circumstances under which they
work, it changed my perception of what can be achieved.
In contrast, other volunteers discuss that they were somewhat un-prepared for entry into
international practice. For some, this was due to a perceived lack of support from senior
management of the organisation as Kora (Volunteer) expresses:
Development contexts throws up barriers, that is, how senior management saw
social work role, no clear contract with Australian Volunteer International
[AVI] role poorly conceived with AVI, no preparation for departure.
For Penny (Volunteer), being unprepared was more a reflection on her own naivety
about working in Cambodia:
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I know, I was quite unprepared for it. I didn’t expect, I really didn’t expect these
kind of learners, I expected some difficulty, but not to this complexity to this level
and that was my naivety, it really was, naively, I thought I was prepared to go to
Cambodia, but wasn't. There were no strategic plans, lack of qualified staff, duplication
of services. I was naïve in preparedness to work in developing countries, more difficult
to work in these countries [NGO] - lack of uniformity, working in silos, unstable,
inconsistent, patchy, no coordination, no accountability, weak political governance.

Summary
These responses support Ife’s (2013) argument for social workers to be better prepared
for complex and uncertain international practice. Ife notes that there is a need to develop
and understand the forces of globalisation, economic, ecological and social, to connect
with their international colleagues, and to represent themselves in an informed fashion
in international circles. Meemeduma (personal communication, June 17, 2016) states
that entry into international practice is often difficult and complex. Freeman and Rizvi
(2014) outline the need for increased training for workers wishing to enter international
practice. Cooper and Briggs (2014) also support Freeman and Rizvi (2014) and identify
that specific training needs are required for workers working in the Asian and Pacific
countries.
The research findings indicate that most of the academics and paid workers felt prepared
for international practice. Most volunteers, on the other hand, report feeling generally
un-prepared. This was also evident with expatriates working in international settings
(Freeman & Rizvi, 2014). The literature is somewhat limited in terms of identifying a
wide range of workers’ experiences of their preparation for entry into international
practice. Primarily, research literature identifies humanitarian, disaster
management/relies, student exchanges, field placements and health areas. There are
gaps in the literature and we simply don’t have a generally good appreciation and
understanding of all these issues.

5.5.

Practice Readiness

Some participants talked about the notion of practice readiness. As discussed earlier in
this thesis, practice readiness refers to social workers’ ability to provide capabilities.
(knowledge, skills and values/ethics) in support of their international practice. They
need to make the link to formal structures.
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5.5.1. Formal Structures
In this study formal structures refer to social workers’ professional training, induction
and education in support of their practice. Participants describe a range of formal
structures in support of their entry into international practice, such as professional
training, induction and education. All participants have a qualifying social work degree,
either through a recognised undergraduate social work degree or Masters qualification
from an accredited Australian school of social work, with a minimum of two years post
qualifying practice experience in social work in Australia. Most academics and paid
workers have consistently high order qualifications, with many academics having a
PhD.
It was assumed that most of the academics and paid workers were practice ready, given
their qualifications, training, networks, and practice experiences.
Eric (Academic) reports that AASW’s recognition of his international social work
qualifications influenced his extensive international practice:
I actually did my social work training prior to that. In fact, I first qualified for
social work in 1977, so I’d already been a social worker for nearly twenty years
by your timeline. In 1996, I was the associate professor of social work and handled
the department at the university and I was recognised by the AASW as a qualified
social worker and a member of the AASW.
Susan (Paid Worker) describes how having a social work qualifying social work degree
supported her in her international practice:
My qualification is a Bachelor of Social Work from the University of…I don’t have
postgraduate qualifications, although I’ve done a lot of study without formal
recognition, I suppose in fields particularly, particularly in the fields of disasters.
I’m also an accredited member of the Australian Association of Social Workers
and I have been for forty-one years this year.
Penny (Volunteer) reports needing to return to study to obtain her social work
qualifications to work in England:
I realised that I needed to up skill myself and I actually had plans to relocate to
London and in the U.K., they require you to have a social work qualification, but
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I had a counselling social science background. So, I went back to study and this
whole time I kept on working, by the end I was working full time. And I moved out
of women’s refuge more into women’s domestic violence.

Summary
These responses support the arguments of Law and Lee (2014); Sewpaul (2010), and
Wijewardena (1967) that address the postmodern ethics and the global standards for
social work education and training. The global definition of social work identifies
Global Standards for Education and Training of the Social Work Profession
(IASSW/IFSW, 2014). Cox and Pawar (2006) define their own global definition of
international social work with an emphasis on the global and the local promotion of
social work education and practice to ensure the profession is established throughout the
world.
The internationalisation of social work reflects a period of contested debates with
educators, researchers and practitioners addressing the complexities and challenges
facing the growing and evolving nature of the profession (Estes, 2010; Healy, 2008;
Midgley, 2001).
The research literature highlights a growing movement of Australian-trained social
workers currently entering international practice. The Colombo Plan (2013) initiative
has provided Australian social work students with international opportunities, including
international social work exchanges, internships, study tours and field placements.
Pease (2015, 2006); Grave (2014); Wallimann (2014); Zufferey (2012); and Schiller
(2006) explore emerging trends in education and practice examining the need for
implementation of transnational social work. Aquila-Idanez and Buraschi (2014);
Hawkins and Knox (2014); Healy and Wairire (2014); and Cox and Pawar (2006)
explore international development studies in social work curriculum content.

5.6.

Role Familiarity

This section discusses participants’ familiarity with the role for entry into their
international practice and its relevance to practice readiness. Role familiarity, for the
purpose of this research, is defined as a process of recognition by a social worker of the
roles they were about to undertake, or were undertaking in the countries they worked in.
Role familiarity involves a recognition of the role of the social worker, in terms of what
role was required to be undertaken, and was subsequently enacted in the country the
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individual was working in. The study participants engaged in a variety of roles,
including research, project work, front line, humanitarian, offshore disaster
relief/management, in-kind (religious/faith based), and volunteer roles.
Most academics and paid workers defined themselves as being social workers and in a
non-social work role in terms of their enacted/familiar roles. They report some
interesting reflections on this concept. For example, Catherine (Academic) notes that
being a competent researcher enabled her to be familiar in her role:
I guess the invitation to go to the UN in Rome was the initial motivator. I had been
doing a lot of research around Australia in rural and remote areas on various
things, including drought and therefore had moved into looking at issues of
climate and the environment, which is the reason why I was asked to then go to
the UN. So, I guess it was more that I was asked than that I actually sought it out
initially. And that’s usually how these things happen a little bit serendipitously. I
didn’t really have a great deal of knowledge of overseas work. I was very
comfortable with being a very competent researcher and then translating that into
the international environment was done in a fairly stages way, where I was
supported by a number of UN agencies.
Christine (Paid Worker) identifies herself in roles both as a learner and a humanist: I draw
upon theories, strengths-based reflections, clear on self-perceptions. I am a learner and
humanistic. I guess, I’ve always seen myself as a learner, that you never stop learning.
So, when you find yourself in a field of work where you’re constantly learning and being
challenged. So, it’s that part that I love. Most participants defined themselves primarily
in terms of their social work role. Those participants who did not identify as a social
worker report role confusion and difficulties associated with their in-country role. Penny
(Volunteer), for example, defines herself in terms of being Australian:
Living in Australia, I really came to believe social work was a positive profession.
For me, it was about being entirely Australian.
Sally (Volunteer) reports seeing herself as not being a non-mainstream person, in terms
of her role:
I guess personally identify with that as well. I’m not a mainstream type of person,
and I like that.
Most academics and paid workers reported familiarity of their roles (perception,
expectations, recognition) and the ability to enact their roles within country. For
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example, Peter (Academic) states that as a result of his ethical practice and clarity of his
role, he developed as a strategic/pragmatic worker:
My international practice is guided by having an ethical practice, knowledge
clarity of roles. I am a strategic/pragmatic worker, with humility and common
sense, I am a project manager, interest in IT with human rights and social justice
values.
Christine (Paid Worker) talks about role definition being an important consideration in
her practice:
Role model, David Cox, taught me to be humble and knowledgeable in practice,
knowledge learning. Role definition is important, clarity of roles, defining what
you do and how you do it. I’m not a psychologist; I am a mental health worker.
Role definition is important defining what you do and how you do it.
However, most volunteers report experiencing role confusion within their practice. For
example, Jamiee (Volunteer) describes confusion and questions her worth:
Hierarchical nature of organisations, feeling confused about role and position.
Questioning yourself about worth and purpose of your position as a social worker.

Summary
These findings highlight differences in role familiarity across the participants. Most
academics and paid workers report being familiar with their roles and to have overall a
defined recognition of their professional identity and sense of self in their role. They
incorporate a perception of seeing themselves as social workers, having a clear
expectation of themselves as social workers within their roles, able to enact as a social
worker, recognise social work experience and effectiveness within their role, and have
others in the country recognise them as being a social worker (Rojek et al., 1988;
Bartlett, 1970).
Most volunteers however, report role confusion in their practice. They are able to define
themselves in terms of being a social worker (Rojek et al., 1988; Bartlett, 1970), with an
expectation of being a social worker. However, they observe, at times, being unable to
enact their perception of themselves as a social worker within their international
practice roles. This does not mean these participants could not or did not understand
their roles, it just means this was their experience.
The research literature is limited in relation to determining factors as to why there are
participants’ differences in role familiarity when practicing in international contexts,
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though Freeman and Rizvi (2014) highlight the need for increased training for workers
wishing to enter international practice. Meemeduma (personal communication, June 17,
2016) asserts there is a need for social workers to be prepared for entry into
international practice.

5.7.

Experiences

This section reports on participants’ experiences, including prior living and working
experiences as well as practice experience.

5.7.1. Prior Living and Working Experience
Almost all the participants identify as having prior international lived experiences.
These experiences were via a range of factors including, family travel and overseas
postings, migration, missionary/religious, faith-based in-kind encounters, personal
interest in travel, and combining travel and work.
Most academics and paid workers report having prior lived and practice experiences.
For example, Eric (Academic) describes how his decision to migrate to Australia played
a significant part in international practice.
And you know part of the reason for coming to Australia was family. Other
members of the family had migrated and settled and made it very clear that they
were never coming back except for the odd holiday. So, we came in this direction
and mentally never went home either. Well physically we had to because of jobs
and visas. And then sought to migrate. But at that time, I also went to an IFSW
conference where the sort of social work I was familiar about was hardly
mentioned. There were always other ways of looking at social work and I just felt,
that’s what I want to be doing now. Yes, I had enjoyed, and I felt I made a
contribution in the area that I’d worked already, but I wanted to bring these
various things together, all of which were still sort of motivational things that kept
me sort of excited and, although coming to Australia was sentiment, social work
in Australia is perhaps more like social work in Britain than many parts of the
world would be, but it still was different enough.
Susan (Paid Worker) reports that her previous practice experiences influenced her
practice:
You just make the decisions that you think are right and I’ll fully back you. And
I’ve never experienced that before or since. And that made a huge difference, but
what was informing me was also my previous experience and I’ve had quite a bit
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of experiences in disaster work and a really strong interest in that for many years
prior Bali. And so, I was quite well read. I attended various conferences and
seminars and read quite a bit in that space and so I guess building on my social
work framework, I’d also built this framework around disasters and emergencies.
Sue (Volunteer) describes how her friendships, gap year and volunteer knowledge
influenced her decision to enter international practice:
I had friends who had previously done the youth ambassador for development
program, I always knew about it. Well, I feel like it’s something I sort of always
knew about it and wanted to do, but I suppose you now during university some
time I must have found out about it. And I suppose I’ve always went travelling
after high school, I had a gap year and all that sort of thing, so it’s always
something I’ve thought about doing in terms of combining travel and work.

Summary
Many also identify as having prior practice experience in working in developed
countries, primarily England, Scotland, New Zealand, and Canada.
Participants also report having prior international experience in support of their ongoing
international collaborative research and projects over time. Paid workers also developed
working partnerships with their international colleagues in terms of ongoing, though
often short-term contract work.
Most of the volunteers also report that they had undertaken a range of self-funded or
limited-funded volunteer programs (humanitarian, university field placements, religious
based, short/long term employed volunteer projects) to primarily enable them to gain
international experience.
Some literature reports on social workers’ international working experiences, but it is
limited in nature. Cooper and Briggs (2014) examine the activities of Australian social
workers in disasters, addressing social workers’ practice experiences. Cao (2011)
explores lessons learnt from United States students’ international experiences. Jones et
al. (2017) offer a critical approach to preparing social work students for international
experiences. Hokenstad and Midgley (2004) examine social workers’ lessons from
abroad.
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5.7.2. Practice
For the purpose of this study, practice experiences include those defined as social work
but include other practice experiences that incorporate similar activities, including paid
employment, other work that attracts only minimal remuneration entitlements and/or
unpaid work.

5.7.3. Socio-Political Context
Many of the participants have a range of prior lived practice experiences working in
various socio-political contexts in developing countries, primarily in Asia, Pacific,
Middle East and African countries. Most participants had also worked in developed
countries, primarily England, Scotland, New Zealand, Canada, and the United States of
America.
Most of the academics and paid workers report that they had extensive social and
political practice context experience in working in both developed and developing
countries, as a result of their prior lived and practice experiences. For example, Eric
(Academic) describes a series of various international context locations in support of his
practice:
At one particular time, I chaired the international committee for Amnesty
International looking at its development program. So, this was a program that
was worldwide focusing on developing countries, with a particular emphasis on
development in South America and a number of Asia countries including India,
Nepal and Bangladesh, where I did my primary work there. Also worked in
relationship to Japan and Taiwan.
Sandra (Paid Worker) clams that her Middle East in-country context experience
influenced her practice:
Islamic countries, dominated by male, Islamic male managers, cultural and
religious contexts, trading away women’s rights, seen as a ‘Westerner’ by
national counterparts, cultural contexts (economic, language, politics, culture),
political regimes, corruption, way business is done, cultural, just doing things
differently.
Colleen (Volunteer) reports on her Asian practice experience as an in-kind worker: The
first trip I made to Thailand was in a mission status, working with a church as a,
not working with them, but going as a short-term mission, was in 2003 January.
And it was just a short trip of five weeks. And that led me to going back in 2004
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for another five weeks and a short trip in, none in 2005, but 2006 for two weeks.
But that was setting up going to move there in 2007. So, I have been fulltime in
Thailand since 2007, in August, August 7th, 2007. So, working on the Thai Burma
Border. And first in the refugee camp. But now, in this part, I am not officially a
social worker, and I don’t officially have a social work role.

Summary
Participants reported their motivational reasons for entry into their international sociopolitical context varied. They also highlighted their context experiences influenced their
practice.
There is limited literature specifically outlining the international socio-political context
in which social workers practice. The current literature reflects a strong emphasis on
disaster management/relief and humanitarian fields of practice in the Asian and Pacific
areas (Hargreaves, 2015; Cooper & Briggs, 2014; Manning et al., 2007). Literature is
now reflecting a strong movement towards international researchers’ voices in support
of their research. Tormusa (2015) explores the diverse perspectives and attitudes
towards mental illness amongst ethnic groups, cultures and societies in Nigeria. He also
examines dilemmas faced by social workers, working in mental health in Nigeria. Yan
and Tsang (2005) explore a snapshot of the development of social work education in
China. Yan and Tsui (2007) interrogate Western social work literature (USA) and
practice in China. Yan and Cheung (2006) explore the politics of indigenisation in
China. Chang (2007) discusses the need for cultural competence with international
humanitarian workers. Tsui and Yan (2010) explore their experiences in the Asia,
Pacific, Middle Eastern and African regions.
Cao (2011) investigates lessons learnt from United States students and their
international experiences. International student placements and exchanges are also
emphasised in the current literature. Cleak, Anand, and Das (2016); Miles and Jones
(2016); Miles et al. (2016); Piayachat et al. (2015) discuss international social work
student exchanges, highlighting the facilitating of good practice in Australian and the
Pacific.

5.8.

Range of Practice

Participants undertook a broad range of practice, including case management,
counselling, humanitarian disaster relief/management, front-line community
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development, management, research, social work training, establishing international
joint partnership/projects in such areas as child protection, gender inequality, women’s
rights/domestic violence, social work education, and child trafficking.
Catherine (Academic) stresses the significance of international research as an important
field of practice:
I think that international research is so important. We just have to make sure that
we continue to do that and draw from that space, and to have students who have
been in that space to open their eyes to other ways, other cultures, etc.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) notes that her specialist field of practice was in child protection
training and education:
Relates to children, particularly disadvantaged children, and what is being asked,
makes a contribution to what happens to these children, is what the organisation
or the government is trying to achieve and what they are trying to do in line with
my values, relationships with the people in the country, how much work I can do.
The reason for keep saying ‘yes’ to everything, is that if we don’t help then nothing
changes.
Wendy (Volunteer) reports that her interest was with women and domestic violence
training in Fiji:
Desire to undertake international social work because I like to work with people
in crisis, because there is hope. I have a future interest in working with women,
domestic violence survivors.

Summary
Participants’ range of international social work practice varied. They also highlighted
their motivations in undertaking such practice and how this factor is reflected in their
practice.
The participants’ responses support Asquith, Clark, and Waterhouse’s (2005) argument
that social workers need to acquire new levels of understanding and new models of
practice if they are to contribute effectively toward the resolution of social problems
that are rooted in worldwide social, political, and economic reality. This summary
highlights a range of social work practice undertaken by the practitioners. The current
literature has a strong focus on disaster management, and student placement, though
there is also an emphasis on a movement towards transnational/transcultural practice.
117

The literature examines the activities of Australian social workers in disasters,
addressing social workers’ practice experiences, highlighting some of the challenges,
dilemmas, learning and implications for future service delivery. Cooper and Briggs
(2014); Huang, Zhou, and Wei (2011); Kane and Smith (2013); Rowland (2013); Van
Heugten (2013); Healy (2007); Javadian (2007);
Manning, Millar, Newton, and Webb (2007); and Hargreaves (2015) outline social
workers’ practice focus and contributions to the fields of international disaster and
humanitarian contexts.
Research also highlights a strong focus on social work student placements. Miles and
Jones (2016); Miles, Gopalkrishnan, Abraham, Harris, Howard…Puthantharayil (2016);
Miles, Jones, Gopalkrishnan, Abraham, Harris…Puthantharayil (2016); Cleak et al.
(2016); Sossou and Dubus (2013); Doel (2009); Cox and Oosthuysen (2005); Pettys et
al., (2005); and McCafferty (2004) examine the contested concepts of ‘partnership’ in
international student exchange programs. Jones, Miles, and Rowe (2017) explore a
critical approach to preparing social work students for international experiences.
Piayachat et al. (2015) discusses international social work student exchanges,
highlighting the facilitating of good practice in Australian and the Pacific. Zuchowski,
Gopalkrishnan, Dhephasadin, Abraham, Harris…Puthantharayil (2015) highlight the
collaboration and reciprocity in international social work student exchanges from a
critical perspective. Miles, Na Ayudhaya, Dhephasadin, and Harris (2014) examine the
mutual benefit in international student exchanges, possibilities and challenges.
Emerging trends identifiy a growing emphasis on transnational and transcultural
practices (Carpenter, 2016; Francis, La Rosa, Sankaran, & Rajeev, 2015; Kozubovska,
Lantz, Harper, & Dorton, 2007; Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria Inc., 2006;
Young, 2003; Chau, 1990; Garland & Escobar, 1988). Social workers also work in such
agencies as the Queensland Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma
(QPASTT) and STARTTS, a trauma informed practice for young people who have been
through immigration and detention (Kikkawa & Knoetze, 2013). The Queensland
Council for Social Services [QCOSS] assists culturally and linguistically diverse,
[CALD] and refugee communities with child and family welfare services.
Kenny and Fiske (2014) explore the legal context of social work practice with refugees
and asylum seekers.
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5.9.

Practice Strategies

Participants report a range of very diverse strategies employed to support their practice.
For example, Catherine (Academic) claims that laughter and humour are an important
approach in support of her practice:
Laughing, we usually just laugh, we tell jokes. There’s a lot of human that goes
on in those situations. It actually, probably, looks a little bit manic. I think
humour’s really important, so playing practical jokes and just making sure people
are feeling included and that you have a good laugh once a day is really
important.
Eric (Academic) states that theorising about his practice influenced the development of
new practice knowledge:
While we are all in agreement that we need to protect children and so I mean you
can see where the theorisation that I’ve worked on over the last couple of decades
sort of links into what I do in terms of the practice roles that I do as a form of
practice in a way that my colleagues described my management as a form of
practice.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) reports that teaching from a case-based perspective was an
important factor in her practice:
When I teach overseas, I teach from a case base, we start from a contextual base
of that country and you start where every social worker starts ‘what do you do,
what are you going to do.
Kora (Volunteer) claims that critical reflection and self-care are an important approach
to her practice:
For me, critical self-reflection and self-care are synonymous in a lot of ways, but
other than critical self-reflection, certainly I would have died without my friends
and social support network in Battambang, the city I was working in.

Summary
The study sample reflects a diversity of participant practice locations. A high portion of
participants (academics and paid workers) highlight extensive prior and current
international lived and practice contexts, primarily located in Asia, Pacific, Middle
East and African continents. Most volunteers report having practiced primarily in
Asian and Pacific locations, though a minority had practiced in Middle Eastern and
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South American contexts. Participants indicate having a broad range of practice
experiences, as well as practice approaches. Academics, paid workers and volunteers
all report their own individual, style/approach, and a way of thinking, in support of
their practice. The research outlines a range of literature in support of social workers’
practice strategies, including Yan (2005), who examines social workers’ personal and
professional reflections on international social work. Furman et al. (2008) examine
international experiences for social work students through poetry and journal writing.
Morley and Macfarlane (2014); and Fook (2004) provide critical reflection of practice.
Haug (2015); Pease (2015, 2006); Briskman et al. (2013); Das and Anand (2012); and
Morley (2004) address the critical reflection on privilege in Western social work. Doel
(2009) explores a traveller’s guide for social work placements. Additional research
literature examines the contested concepts of ‘partnership’ in international student
exchange programs. Harris, Howard, King, Zuchowski, Dhephasadin, Na Ayudhaya, &
Puthantharayil (2016); Boud et al. (1985) point out the significance of experiential
learning as an important pedagogy for social work students in disaster management.

5.10.

Competencies

This section explores participants’ competencies. For the purpose of this research,
competencies refer to social work competencies as reflected by the Australian
Association of Social Workers [AASW] Practice Standards; Achieving Outcomes
(2003). Participants report, in interviews, a range of competencies in their practice.
Academics, paid workers and a few volunteers have a broad range of extensive and
comprehensive knowledge and skills. For example, Catherine (Academic) highlights her
professional competencies in support of her international research:
Yes, research, but being able to write the research is as important as doing it. So,
having numerous opportunities to publish has been critical. So being good
translator of research into publications is essential to being able to be legitimate
in this space and so apart from those fairly obvious procedural processes, I’ve
learnt quite a lot about leading large teams, about logistics of doing work in
vulnerable countries and how many issues you have to look at if you’re taking a
team in country, how you’ve got to protect people, make sure they’re safety and
security is supported.
Elizabeth identifies her old-fashioned social work skills as the key to competencies for
working internationally:
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Taught old-fashioned social work, moral responsibility from social work
education, professional sense of self, knowledge of roles and values, perception
of social work profession, knowledge, broader view of social work required,
expert knowledge or roles, research, social justice, human rights, practice
wisdom, anti-oppressive practice/problem solving, group dynamics/systems,
relationships, anti-oppressive practice/problem solving, group dynamics systems
theory/empowerment/tolerance

to

ambiguity,

international

cross-cultural

teaching/rights, knowledge, roles, congruence.
Dorothy (Volunteer) reports that a range of social work competencies support her
practice:
I have a good understanding of structural analysis of social work, poverty and
disadvantage, text reading, interest in politics, travel and practice framework,
values, relationship building, champion professional ethics, seeing solutions
within. Having values/beliefs, moral base, philosophical base, being authentic
and genuine, having a code of ethics, integrity, respect, service to others, dignity
and freedom.

Summary
Academics, and paid workers have a broad range of competencies, which comprise
expert/specialist knowledge and skills sets. The range of competencies suggests that
these participants have developed a broader framework of practice. They developed a
philosophical or pragmatic, professional perspective in terms of their practice. They also
have a strong sense of professional self-identity in relation to familiarity of practice
roles and responsibilities, and ability to enact their roles.
Volunteers also report having a range of competencies. A minority of experienced
volunteers report having a broad range of practice competencies in support of their
practice, although, many of them state that they have a less extensive range of practice
competencies (not having a broader framework), for example. Volunteers frequently
report experiencing difficulties, complexities, and dilemmas in their practice, often
needing to reassess and renegotiate their work position.
This study identifies a broad range of contested literature in relation to cultural
competency. Debates continue to challenge the concept cultural competence in terms of
practice models, theoretical perspectives, education curriculum, and cultural practice
responsiveness. Carpenter (2016); and Nimmagadda and Cowger (1999) examine the
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development of cultural competence as a concept, education tool, and practice model in
social work. Palmu (2010); and Yan (2008) encourage the need to explore transcultural
competence in international social work. Chang (2007) discusses the need for cultural
competence with international humanitarian workers. Yan (2008) examines the cultural
tensions experienced by thirty ethnic front-line social workers.
The cultural competence mandate is embedded in the AASW relevant documents in
guiding and regulating culturally competent practice within the social work profession.
The AASW (2016b) highlights the scope of social work practice with refugees and
asylum seekers, The Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards [ASWEAS]
(2015); The AASW Practice Standards for Mental Health Social Workers (2014a); The
AASW Practice Standards for Social Workers (2013) provide guides for social workers
to ensure they fulfil their professional cultural competence, practice responsibilities.
The
AASW Queensland Branch “Position Paper on the Role of Social Work in Health Care”
(2014) identifies the key and unique value that contemporary social work practice
contributes to achieving effectiveness and efficiency in improving health outcomes for
clients accessing health services, at all systematic levels of health care provision, and to
demonstrate the contributions social work makes to providing patient-centred models of
care.
The AASW Code of Ethics (2010) identifies the guidelines for Australian social
workers’ ethical and culturally responsive practice. The International Federation of
Social Work [IFSW]; International Association of Schools of Social Work [IASSW],
and International Council of Social Work [ICSW] (2004) outline the global standards
for social work education and training for social workers, including culturally
competent responsive, and inclusive practice. Cultural competency standards are also
recognised by other IFSW international member countries. Social work profession is
continually being challenged by the changing nature of culturally and linguistically
diverse populations needs.

5.11.

Opportunities and Challenges

This section explores participants’ opportunities and challenges in international practice.
For the purpose of this research, opportunities refer to a situation that makes it possible
to undertake practice the way you want to undertake practice. Challenges, on the other
hand, refer to someone who engages in confronting something unjust. In this research,
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the term, challenges, refers to participants’ disputing or questioning of others, in relation
to justifying their practice.

5.11.1.

Opportunities

Most participants identify opportunities which enabled their entry into international
practice. These opportunities included obtaining paid and secure work, establishing
research, projects, training, completing contractual obligations, opportunity for entry
into front-line practice, assisting in humanitarian disaster relief, and in the case of many
volunteers, opportunities to gain international practice experience. For example, Eric
(Academic) reports that his consultancy work in Vietnam was an opportunity to test out
new ideas in relation to ethics, values and international social work:
But then the biggest single piece of work that I’ve done in this line, has been my
work with UNICEF in Vietnam. That started in 2004 and is still ongoing. Although
it goes through its phases, and in one sense it’s a sequence of several consultancy
contracts but in another sense it’s just a continuing collegial relationship in which
I have been able to work with Vietnamese colleagues.
Sally (Volunteer) states that her interest in cross-cultural practice was an opportunity to
enter international practice:
My interest in working in cross cultural context and international context started
long before, started, well it’s always been there, and when I first left school I did
my undergraduate degree in anthropology for that reason. So, I looked at a lot of
different development programs and a lot of different how to work in cross
cultural contexts and social justice issues associated with that through
anthropology and with a lot of development studies subjects and a lot of gender
studies and I said this isn’t expansive enough for me, I need to see, this feels very
white, I need to see how this, you know, I need the bigger picture.

Summary
There is limited literature in support of social workers’ understanding of opportunities
for entry into international practice, although the introduction of The Columbo Plan
(2013) has provided Australian social work students with opportunities to experience
international university field placements, exchanges, study tours along with
international internships.
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5.11.2.

Challenges

This section examines the challenges impacting participants’ in-country practice. For
example, Peter (Academic) describes the complexities of working in Timor-Leste at a
time of upheaval and violence, a challenging experience:
I was there at the time when the Maoist uprisings were on and therefore that
created enormous challenges to the work that people were doing there.
Susan (Paid Worker) details practice challenges involving other Australians working
overseas:
You’d be surprised at how many Australians are in every country in the world. It’s
extraordinary. Yes, all the time, you know, not just because there’s Australians
who work over there, there’s a lot of teachers who go over. But lots of companies
as well that have basis in Japan, multi nationals. And some people wanted to come
home and some didn’t want to. And that’s really challenging as well, you know
are they putting themselves at further risk, and what right, you don’t have a right
to make them, you can’t make them come home. But you need to inform them and
that’s DFAT’s role. To inform them of the risks they incurred if they stayed in
particular areas.
Kora (Volunteer) highlights a range of challenges in her practice, especially concerning
her role and confusion on returning home:
Having no clear contract with volunteer agency, role poorly conceived, no
preparation for departure, or upon return home, feeling confused about role and
position, feelings of personal failure questioning yourself about worth and
purpose of your position as a social worker.

Summary
Participants experienced a diverse range of opportunities in their practice. They also
identify a range of challenges they experienced in their practice. These challenges
varied in nature and were managed and resolved in different ways by the academics,
paid workers, and volunteers.
There is a broad range of literature highlighting the challenges facing international
practice. Cooper and Briggs (2014) examine the activities of Australian social workers
in disasters, addressing social workers’ practice experiences, highlighting some of the
challenges, dilemmas, learning and implications for future service delivery. Gray (2005)
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discusses the dilemmas of international social work, including indigenisation,
universalism, and imperialism. Yip (2004) provides a Chinese cultural critique of the
global qualifying standards for social work education. Hutchings and Taylor (2007);
Yan and Tsui (2007); Yan and Cheung (2006); Yan and Tsang (2005); Yip (2004); and
Wijewardena (1967) critique issues regarding international social work. Hong and Song
(2010); Chu and Tsui (2008); and Healy (2000) address international social work practice
issues.
Contested debates continue to challenge the concept of cultural competence in terms of
practice models, theoretical perspectives, education curriculum, and cultural practice
responsiveness. Carpenter (2016); Logan (2015); Tormusa (2015); Adams and Moio
(2009); Nylund (2006); and Nimo’haramagadda and Cowger (1999) explore the
diverse perspectives and attitudes towards mental illness amongst ethnic groups,
cultures and societies in Nigeria. Borst also examines dilemmas faced by social
workers, working in mental health in Nigeria. Borst (2011) states there are both
challenges and benefits to integrating a workforce to learn and value the cultures of
other professions. In terms of internationalising the profession, contested debates
continue to exist.
Campanini (2010); Midgley (2001), Nagy and Falk (2000); Akimoto (1995); and Healy
(1995) cite various views of curricular offerings at American schools since a serious
lack of international content was revealed in the 1960s. Reardon (2011) argues that
educational institutions must be more proactive in integrating international content into
curriculum and programming. Healy and Link (2012b); and Hokenstad et al. (1992)
expand on these views noting that social work has been neglected comparative research,
and relatively little has been done to replicate, test and adapt practice innovations from
other societies. Readon (2011) posits that globalisation is reshaping many professions
and social work is no exception. Link and Ramanathan (2011) state that local and
national borders are no longer adequate limits for our information sources and ethical
practice.
Recent critical scholarship has questioned the pursuit of a unitary view of social work
that embraces all countries and situations (Gray & Fook, 2004), which has come to
represent a more thoroughly ‘global’ phase in the development of the profession
(Hugman, 2010).
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5.12.

Outcomes

As a conceptual approach, outcomes, recognises that the stages of entry, and
experiences will lead to something, for example, what happened. Outcomes may be
accurately predicted but they may also be unexpected and uncontrolled by the
individual. Not only do people see [in entry overtly/covertly/implicit/explicit], but
outcomes also happen that may have not been sought, and that may have not been under
the control of the individual.
The concept of outcomes is significant to the thesis as it recognises the possibilities that
the motivation of an Australian social worker to continue in international social work
may be linked to what they, or others, get out of the experience. Outcomes is an integral
part of how social work has been practiced, for example, what is the social worker
seeking, [case planning, recognising both process and outcomes as worthy of the
attention of the social worker], as well as what the client, or other key stakeholders are
seeking. The focus on outcomes is reflected in the social work literature that identifies
social workers and clients as part of an outcomes process, clearly in Perlman’s (1975)
problem-solving approach, and in the various solution focused approaches to practice.

5.12.1. Meaning
One clear outcome was that participants made sense of their experiences in a range of
ways and gave meaning to these experiences after the event. Wanting to talk about their
practice, many participants report an eagerness to discuss their international practice.
For example, Peter, (Academic) describes the social worker’s need to develop a broader
framework of practice if they intend to work internationally:
I say all the time to social workers that your social work cannot be confined to
what you do day-to-day in your organisation. It has to be broader than that; it has
to be in the advocacy area, the policy area, the political area and then in terms of
international social work, I kept saying to folk over and over again, you don’t
have to go to another country to be involved in international social work, there
are many ways in which you can lend a hand. And that’s how we basically have
construed the international social work.
Kora (Volunteer) found it difficult to talk about her experiences reporting how she felt
personally about her practice experience:
For a long time, I couldn’t talk about my experience without being very upset and
because you know, I think with that protestant work ethic comes the sense of
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personal failure when things don’t turn out how you’d hoped. And even you can
then unpack what your own hopes were and whether you should have had them or
not, is a whole different thing. But regardless of that, I did go into this with a set
of hopes and then new hopes evolve when you’re there and you can see what
you’re confronted with and the depth of need. And you actually see the kids, and
young people, and you want to make it better for them. And so, a really strong
sense of personal failure.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) highlights what she learned from working as a paid
international consultant:
It taught me that you have to resolve the dilemma of free labour, you have to
resolve the dilemma of contributing outside the boundaries of the project that you
are there for, the defined project, because other systems will want your time…in
terms of free labour these countries don’t have a lot of resources, or they have
resources but they are not all channelled into social welfare so lots and lots of
people will come and ask for assistance that you can’t say no too. What I learnt is
that you have to decide what you can say “yes” to and what you can say “no” to
and the vast majority to work effectively in a developing country has to be a “yes”
or you get excluded and, what’s the word I want, control the perception of you
and many developing countries already have a very negative perception of
international based consultants as only there for the money, so you have to figure
out how you’re going to see yourself and operate within that context.

Summary
Participants discussed their practice, highlighting meaning behind their practice
experience. Participants reported both positive and negative experiences and the impact
on them both personally and professionally.
There are limitations in the literature identifying social workers’ meaning of their
practice, although, Cao (2011) explores lessons learnt from United States students’
international experiences, and Hokenstad and Midgley (2004) examine social workers’
lessons from abroad.
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5.13.

Personal and Professional Impacts

This section examines the personal impact of participants’ practice experiences. For
example, Peter (Academic) describes being confronted with violence in his international
practice:
So I guess from Dili Timor, which is a transition from, I was there in Dili when
the buildings had been, no work had been done on the building, had been burnt
out, where people were still investigating some of the massacres that had
occurred, through to more stable situations in India and Bangladesh, but also in
Nepal. I was there at the time when the Maoist uprisings were on and therefore
that created enormous challenges to the work that people were doing there. So,
it’s a fairly broad sweep of engagement with different things along those lines.
Susan (Paid Worker) reports how professional responsibilities impacted on her practice:
How did I? How could I protect my staff? And you know, as a manager I had an
occupational health and safety [OH&S] responsibility to them, but I was putting
them in a situation, and this was probably the worst dilemma that I faced was that
there was an ongoing threat of bombs that was the intelligence information ...
What we say to people is you must, before they’re deployed, and this we developed
over time as well, but you must read the travel advisory.
Volunteers typically reported a range of factors impacting their practice, though
primarily personal ones such as social and emotional wellbeing. For example, Sally
(Volunteer) reports how her experience impacted negatively on her health physically
and mentally:
Oh massively, it made a huge, huge impact. Physically on my health, I think I
might have some kind of issue or something. Definitely put on weight because I
wasn’t exercising for a couple of hours every day, which I hated. I really didn’t
like that. And also, just my lymph physical impure. I felt like all the stuff that I
needed to process was going onto my body, that sounds really funny but that’s
how it felt it was showing itself. So, I just felt like I had a build-up of stuff that I
needed to you know either keep what I needed to keep and let go of the rest and
that sense of being grounded in who I was. And you know processing some pretty
horrific violence and some really big issues about who I was in the world and the
kind of work I wanted to do.
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Summary
Participants report their desire to tell very different stories. These narratives reflect the
participants’ lived personal and practice experiences. They highlight the complexities
stemming from their practice and the way in which they managed them. Participants
highlight a range of both external and internal factors impacting their practice. For
most of the academic and paid workers, external, structural factors were identified as
of primary significance impacting their practice. These factors included language
barriers, operational/linguistic/management concerns, climate/weather, cultural
context, securing on-going work, securing payment, corruption, and ethical issues.
Conversely, most of the volunteers note that internal (physical/mental health/ selfcare, adjustment issues, grief and loss, role confusion) primarily impact their practice.
Little is known about the personal and professional impacts on social workers working
internationally. Various professions, working internationally (McAllister et al., 2006)
examine Australian education and health students’ international experiences in
Indonesia and Vietnam, and their reflection on intercultural learning: examining the
international experience through a critical incident approach. Cisneros et al. (2013)
examine pharmacy students’ international practice experiences. McAuliffe (2009)
reports on social workers working internationally in interdisciplinary teams, including
in the intellectual disability sector. Baum (2011) examines social work students’
feelings and concerns about the ending of their fieldwork supervision. Miles and Jones
(2016) explore international student exchanges in social work and how these inform
student perspectives about global citizenship.

5.14.

Decision-Making

Participants seemed to take their experiences and make decisions about what happens
for them in terms of staying involved or leaving to take a break, returning, or not
returning to practice.
This area is important because in examining the research, it may tell us how
international social work practice may be encouraged/supported by identifying factors
that contribute to the experience (structural role), or acts to undermine, for example,
vague job description, poor in-country preparation, supervision/support, or language
barriers.
The concept of decision-making in relation to this research is referred to as being a
cognitive perception, consideration process as to how the individual will respond to the
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experience of international social work practice. This cognitive consideration has the
potential to act to direct and inform a decision about what the individual may do next
with regards to a future in international practice (to exit, no longer it is an option in a
social work career) or to ‘do nothing’ for the time being exercising a wait and see
attitude.
Although participants may state clearly, “I thought about this and still want to do it”,
this does not mean that they are not mindful of challenges, dilemmas, or contradictions,
just that they still wanted to do it. Their voices were in consideration of, and in regard
for their work (believed), for example, moral responsibility, developed friendship
networks/relationships with locals, social workers, people.
These participants, who voiced their thoughts and decided on reflection not to continue
were aware of the challenges and dilemmas but felt they couldn’t say what influenced
their decisions. These decisions could have been informed by poor health and
wellbeing, challenges/ethical dilemmas, limited network systems/relationships with
local social work/people, limited preparation/support in relation to entry into country
and/or exit, questioning social work role.
Some participants express that they had considered a situation and needed more time to
see what eventuated. They contemplate, for example, role and worth of social work,
health and wellbeing, challenges and ethical dilemmas, limited network
systems/relationships with social work/people.
As noted earlier, most of the academics and paid workers have developed a pragmatic,
or philosophical approach to manage the complexities of their practice in terms of
decision-making about staying or leaving practice. For example, Peter (Academic)
reports that having a pragmatic attitude to working in developing countries enabled him
to continue in international practice:
I have a pragmatic personality. Need for a calculated kind of decision you need
to make about things. Your dilemma is always what you accept and don’t call to
public account and where your windows of opportunity are for change. Start from
the contextual base of that country. Making yourself available, working with the
limitations of the system. Geniuses, generosity. Good social work is in setting
boundaries of people’s behaviours, making sure kids are OK, and you support
people properly.
Susan (Paid Worker) states that knowing who she was as a social worker and as a social
work manager influenced her decision- making capacity:
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As a manager in terms of being able to respond quickly to emerging
circumstances. I had to make things up, but in doing that, my CEO said to me …
you’re the Soovady in Bali, you make, because she was my CEO at the time. You
just make the decisions that you think are right and I’ll fully back you. And I’ve
never experienced that before or since. And that made a huge difference. But in
terms of what helped me to make decisions, it was some of those understandings I
guess that were part and parcel of who I was as a social work practitioner and as
a social work manager.
On the other hand, others struggled with the complexities of their practice, for example,
Kora (Volunteer) reports that as a result of the complexities of her practice, she decided
to return home earlier than expected:
So that I spent eighteen months in that role, and I can honestly say that it was the
most challenging and traumatising eighteen months as a social work that I’ve ever
had. Not to say that I didn’t have moments of joy and that I wouldn’t, that I have
any regrets or wouldn’t go a do it all again, but it certainly left me very raw when
I finished. And I chose to finish my position with them 6 months earlier than my
contract was due to expire, because I just couldn’t do it anymore, and because of
the things I think you’re interested in, because of the struggles I had with ethical
dilemmas.
Penny (Volunteer) records her need to question herself to assist her decision-making
process:
Questioning yourself about your worth and purpose of position as a social worker.

Summary
These findings demonstrate that most participants experienced complexities, challenges
and dilemmas in their practice. Participants made varying decision as to whether to stay,
give time to, or exit their work. Most of the academics and paid workers stayed in
practice, completing their contractual obligations, while most volunteers report
struggling with their practice, questioning and challenging their role/position. For these
participants, decision-making processes were important but fraught considerations.

5.15.

Future Opportunity for Knowledge Building

An outcome of this research is the opportunity for knowledge building in identifying the
nature of social workers’ experiences. This knowledge building can be utilised in the
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development of future social work education to increase Australian social workers’
interest in, and support offered, to those working predominately in these countries. This
is discussed further in the following chapter.
In summary, the research explores participants’ sense making and understanding of their
international practice and how Australian social workers help. The research also
identifies ethics as a core issue in this work. This study reveals that most of the
participants were able to provide a very structured, professional approach to their
practice, with clear role definitions, professional rationale, and a strong moral base.
Most of the participants identify their social work role clearly as integrated. What
makes international social workers’ positive experiences is often linked to how
successful they work in country.
Key factors in support of professional practice in international practice are identified
and influenced by:
1.

How to view social work and its role in country.

2.

How to view self in international practice, for example, respect in country.

3.

How to operate as social workers in international practice, including
integration into community, allowing self to be known, safety awareness. The
research identifies that practitioners used a broad range of practice knowledge
(what social workers do), which had an impact on the development and
creation of new knowledge. This new practitioner generated (Cha et al.,
2006), knowledge creation is commonly described as practice wisdom
(Sheppard, 1995).

Summary
Research literature suggests growing and emerging trends identified with an emphasis
on transnational and transcultural practices in support of strengthening and enhancing
workers’

cross-cultural

and

inter-cultural,

ethnic

sensitive,

anti-racism,

antidiscriminatory, anti-oppressive competency skills (Carpenter, 2016).
Practitioners are working in such fields of practice as transcultural mental health,
frontline practice, in immigration, detention centres, and multicultural centres (La Rosa,
Sankaran, & Rajeev 2015; Kozubovska et al., 2007; Ethnic Communities Council of
Victoria Inc., 2006; Young, 2003; Chau, 1990; Garland & Escobar, 1988).
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5.16.

Chapter Summary

This chapter examines the experiences of international practice, addressing participants’
responses, approaches, and stories, in relation to their entry, experiences, and outcomes,
of their international practice. In addition, it examines the experiences encountered in
country, addressing participants’ competencies, opportunities and challenges. Finally, it
addresses outcomes, examining participants’ meaning, decision-making processes and
the future direction of their international social work practice.
This chapter aims to detail a greater understanding of the nature of the experiences of
Australian social workers working in other countries. The Findings demonstrate that the
participants work in a complex and contested field of practice, and they require an
understanding of what it is all about, and how to respond to it. These are important
factors for social workers to consider when contemplating entry into international work.
Gaps in the literature continue to exist in relation to social workers’ international
professional knowledge in developing countries and how social workers practice
internationally. This research aims to build upon existing international social work
knowledge.
The following chapter explores findings in relation to the second research question
about what guides social workers’ understanding, and meaning-making, of their
international practice. Trevithick’s Skills, Knowledge and Values Framework (2012a &
b), has been applied to the research.
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6.

FINDINGS 2 EVOLUTIONARY JOURNEYS: INTERNATIONAL
PRACTICE EXPERIENCES OF ‘PUTTING KNOWLEDGE INTO
PRACTICE’

“Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless,
impatient, continuing, hopefully inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the
world, and with each other” (Freire, n.d.).

6.1.

Introduction

The preceding chapter focused on the entry, experiences and outcomes for social
workers who engage in international practice. This chapter moves on to explore how the
participants understand their role within the practice context of another country, and
what knowledge guides their practice. The findings indicate that participants in the
study consistently identify and reference professional social work knowledge as a
significant means through which they understand and respond to their role within an
international practice context. Examination of how this ‘professional knowledge’
utilisation is operationalised by the participants is an important focus of the data
analysis and discussion in the chapter.
The findings are of significant in an exploratory-descriptive study, because they provide
the opportunity to explore the factors relating to professional knowledge. This
exploration may provide a key means of understanding how ‘international practice’
undertaken by Australian trained social workers is shaped by professional knowledge,
in a series of three stages of professional knowledge application, adaption and creation
across time within an international context.
As discussed in Chapters Two and Three, a useful framework for understanding
knowledge, developed by Trevithick (2012a & b) has been used to interrogate the data,
focusing on the domains of theoretical, factual and practice knowledge. This chapter
concludes with a summary of the overall findings of the study.

6.2.

Relinking to Trevithick’s Framework

This chapter utilises Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b), (see Figure 2) to explore the
second of two research questions, specifically what knowledge guides practitioners in
their international work. The participants responded to questions in the interviews about
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their perceptions, understanding and responses to the international practice context with
a focus on what guides them in their work.
Trevithick’s framework, importantly needs to be noted, is not intended to act as a
‘reductionist’ approach to Stage Two data, (though it is acknowledged that this is a risk
when utilising the framework to ‘look back’ on the participants’ data). Such a
reductionist approach would take it for granted that the international practice
experiences of the participants reflects the use of professional knowledge to
understand/manage the international context of their role/work and reflects this use
according to Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b). However, social work is aware of its
own complexity, and as noted in earlier chapters, it is recognised that the presence and
role of professional knowledge in the conduct of professional practice is an accepted
‘received idea’ (Rojek et al., 1988) of what constitutes social work as a profession, and
what is expected in the thinking-doing components of professional practice. I
acknowledge the possible risk of being accused of taking a reductionist approach in
using Trevithick’s framework, though, it is not my intent to do so. To avoid data
analysis reductionism, the position questions previously outlined are posed
speculatively. For example, in the data findings of the journey across time, it was asked
did the research indicate (and in what form) the participants drew upon a professional
knowledge base to understand and respond to/manage the international context of the
specific practice context they were/are working (paid/volunteering) in. For example,
was professional knowledge used? If so, what constitutes professional knowledge?
What knowledge were participants using? If professional knowledge was utilised to
understand and respond to/manage an international practice context, in what way did
this occur?
It is important to note the context limitations of Trevithick’s framework(2012 a & b) in
this chapter’s analysis of the data. The framework is mono-cultural and developed in the
context of professional practice in England with no reference to professional practice
across national boundaries. This limitation does not itself necessarily mean the
framework does not offer a valid means of considering the concept of professional
knowledge within an international context. Clearly, England has a multicultural
population, however, the context of sameness/difference of populations within national
boundaries operates in a different manner to how such movements occur across
geographical national borders.
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What is of interest, therefore, for the research is not only whether professional knowledge
is utilised as a medium for experiencing the international professional practice context
across time but also in what forms this experience may occur (particularly in relation to
what Trevithick identifies within the knowledge framework).
Trevithick’s framework( 2012 a & b) is not a perfect fit for this research project,
although it does provide a way of thinking about how knowledge is acquired and
presented in practice and how social workers present themselves in practice. Even
though this framework doesn’t position itself within a cross-border practice framework,
it doesn’t mean it can’t be used to address social workers’ theoretical awareness of how
knowledge is acquired and used. This framework can identify how social workers
acquire, use and create knowledge in practice. This framework is a useful model for
social workers’ practice not only within an international setting but also it could be
applicable to social workers within Australian rural, regional, remote and/or in
indigenous contexts.

6.3.

Contextual Analysis of the Findings

The research data is outlined in relation to the two primary research questions. Before
proceeding further, this section demonstrates that the findings reveal that knowledge is
used in participants’ practice. Participants’ use of knowledge is not static, it’s
continually evolving, and that knowledge is used by participants in different ways. As is
evident, and of significant interest in the proceeding analysis of the findings,
‘professional knowledge’ (not unexpectedly), holds a presence in the journey of the
participants, (Australian social workers) working in international practice settings. This
‘presence’, however, is also not static, either in relation to what else is drawn upon by the
workers when they are working in an international practice context and in relation to how
professional practice is understood by the participants in an international context.

6.3.1. Presence of Professional Knowledge
The findings provide answers to the question of about how participants draw upon
specific bodies of knowledge to understand and respond to their practice. Trevithick’s
Knowledge, Skills and Values Framework ( 2012 a & b), provides a framework to
explore whether participants undertook to use theoretical, factual or practice knowledge
in their practice.
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6.3.2. Theoretical knowledge
Trevithick (2012a and b) highlights the importance of social work knowledge, and the
ability to draw on, and to use knowledge is central to effective social work practice.
This, according to Trevithick, makes it important to understand what ‘knowledge’
means and to understand that it shapes and informs the way social workers work in
practice. Theoretical knowledge is concerned with knowledge acquisition and knowing
that (Trevithick, 2012 a & b) and is an important consideration of practice, the
knowledge that is acquired, and the influences on how it is used. Theoretical knowledge
comprises theories borrowed, adapted, and developed from other disciplines; theories
analysing the task and purpose of social work; and theories relating to direct practice.

6.3.3. Adapted knowledge
This section explores theories that are developed, adapted, or borrowed from other rich
and diverse sources originating from other disciplines (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Social
work’s key contribution to the body of knowledge is found in its way that vital abstracts
and theories are applied in direct practice.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) describes her ability to adapt to her practice environment in
support of her practice:
I tend to be able to work at both a macro level when you’re sitting at the table at
ministerial planning meetings and when you’re standing in for an agency dealing
with a case, you say right, how do we do this? How do we think about it? How do
we case plan it? how do we implement it? and your teaching them very practical
skills.
Catherine (Academic) reports her ability to reshape social work research knowledge in
support of her practice international practice:
I see it as being really important that social workers do research like this on issues
that involve human rights and social justice, and I see it as really critically
important for social workers to reshape knowledge basis, to refocus.
Dorothy (Volunteer) also recognises the need to adapt to the context of her international
practice:
These jobs often never work out the way that they’re written in job descriptions
and mine was a typical one. And I had to sit and watch and wait and relate and
talk and try to find a way that I could do something that was genuinely valuable
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rather than I’m here to bring a consistent community development framework to
the refugee camps. Well I knew that wasn’t going to, there’d been a lot of people
before me, and a lot of people were going to come after me. Uncertainty, how it
would be maintained, language barriers, lack of organisational infrastructure to
support decision-making processes, no capacity to build processes for example,
accountability and transparency, personal and professional expectations, the job
is never going to be what you thought it would be, establishing relationships take
times and time is not on your side.
Sandra (Paid Worker) reports adapting to her environment in support of her practice:
Firstly, I have to be very clear, I do a scan of my own mind body and soul if you like first
of where I stand on these things, and why I’m doing it. I do fairly regularly question
myself. You know I do a lot of reflective practice. So, I question and firstly I say to myself:
- Am I on track? Did I hear this right? Am I understanding what the women are telling
me correctly? Am I filtering it through my lens, my western lens, my educated lens, blah
blah blah whatever lens? Am I coloured in my view just because I am you know a strong
advocate in this particular area and whatever? Then I check that out, I assure myself that
I’ve heard correctly and that I’m on track or I’m not.

Summary
Interesting to note participants highlight their own unique adaptation theories
(knowledge, skills and values), in response to their contextual environment practice
experiences. Also interesting to also note their insightful ability to both articulate and
defend their practice, in support of their thinking. Participants drew upon such adapted
theories of Hollis (1972), case management practice, Fook (1970) critical reflection, Ife
(2013) uncertainty in global community work, and rights based social work practice.

6.4.

Role and Task Theories

This section explores theories that analyse the role, tasks and purpose of social work.
For several authors, roles and tasks remain contested in social work debate. The
difficulty, according to Trevithick (2012a) is in identifying the task and purpose of
social work; it is not so much about role confusion as about disagreement. Social
workers refer to different forms of knowledge including Roles and Tasks in support of
their practice, as reported by Peter (Academic) who describes having a broad social
work framework in support of his practice:
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Knowledge, having a broader view of social work is required. Having clarity of
roles and having a philosophical view about international practice everybody
realises that when we walk into court we all put our roles on, but you have to be
able to work with these folk and you have to be able to, and you work on the
assumption that there’s not that many evil people around, I think most people
want to do the right thing.
Catherine (Academic) describes her perceived research roles and tasks in her social
work practice:
I guess my greatest contributions has been mentoring and developing new
researchers. Building that platform for the next generation. No doubt about that.
I mean apart from what I publish and research I do, it’s about preparing the next
generation, that’s so crucial. Social work continues to respond to the global issues
in the world. International social work plays a significant role in terms of policy,
practice, and education in support of the betterment of humanity, at a global level.
Susan (Paid Worker) outlines understanding of context knowledge in support of setting
up services offshore:
My knowledge of overseas work, that probably needs to go back to some of the
other questions because I’m reasonably well read I guess in work in developing
countries, but if I think of it more in the context of what knowledge I had to go and
start up a service in another country, that’s equally, or probably more informed
by my history as a practitioner.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) notes the importance of Australian social workers’ role in
international practice:
There is a greater role for Australian social workers to play in international
practice. There is a need to offer ‘something qualitatively different that requires
social workers to commit engage in the long haul. Not just short-term
contracts/projects.
Christine (Paid Worker) cites her humanitarian roles and tasks in training students:
They’ve come to do this quite well renown training and some of these participants
may not have done this training before, or it’s the first time that they’ve stepped
into the humanitarian field, or they’re veterans in the humanitarian field and
they’ve never had the opportunity for this intensive training. But it’s highly
reflective training. So, it meets me well in terms of where I’m at, how I like to work
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as a practitioner. Yeah, so that’s the other aspect of this work that is exciting. I
think that’s given me the confidence then to build on what I want to teach students,
what I want to teach social work students and designing something that’s
specifically social work. Majority of volunteers on the other hand primarily
practiced within the humanitarian/disaster relief, community development,
gender inequality programs.

Summary
Each participant analysed their roles, tasks and purpose of their international practice
experiences, which in turn supported the roles and tasks theories. For some participants
they also outlined the importance and benefits to their practice experiences, (Bartlett,
1970 and Rojek, et.al, 1988)

6.5.

Practice Theories

Trevithick (2012 a) refers to theories relating to direct practice, the relevance and
application of practice theories in relation to generated skills and interventions, practice
approaches, social work methods and social work values. Participates “drew upon
practice knowledge” within their international social work practice context, as reflected
in Susan’s (Paid Worker) response:
I think you have, as a social worker, which isn’t focused just on the individual, but
the individual in the context of the family, in the context of the community was in
Australia or offshore, you have that knowledge and training as part of your social
work degree and that’s what you practice as well.
Colleen (Volunteer) highlights the significance of empowerment theory in working with
Thai/Burma communities:
I think what I learnt is empowerment, Chris Brown, head heart hands,
empowerment is now really called strength perspective. So that’s the background
I think if you wanted to have like a theory. And then macro, you’re looking at
social justice principles.
Social workers stress the importance of practice knowledge in support of their practice
including Sue (volunteer) who draws upon practice knowledge in support of her
everyday practice:
Probably, I mean this is boring, but theory and approaches, like strengths and I
don’t know, I’m trying to think, all those kind of counselling, all those approaches
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that I bring to my work every day, as a counsellor and the kind of social work.
You know like human life and systems perspectives and I can’t even remember
them all. I think is hard to articulate, but I’ve kind of sometimes realised how
much I have absorbed of that from university into my practice.
Dorothy (volunteer) indicates clearly her perception that she is drawing upon practice
knowledge but also in what she says she is clearly speaking the voice of the social
worker as part of a social work profession using professional practice knowledge:
You bring a lot of experience and you bring knowledge, and you have something
to say, something to offer, a way of working and being with people in community
that is real. You know stuff. You know and you’ve experienced, and you look at
things. But at the same time I think I was always incredibly surprised by the
familiarity of underlining kind of analysis of why organisations didn’t work, or
why teams didn’t work or you know the lack of coordination and you know that
provides good services, the lack of people centred approaches.
Susan (Paid Worker) posits the value of practice knowledge in support of her
international practice:
I think you have, as a social worker, which isn’t focused just on the individual, but
the individual in the context of family, in the context of community and whether
that community was in Australia or offshore, you have that knowledge and
training as part of your social work degree and that’s what you practice as well.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) describes international social work as being what the worker
brings to international practice:
International social work practice is about who you are, what you bring to the
international context and knowing what it is all about. Knowing what
international practice is about, knowing how to understand it, and how you are
going to respond to it, is an essential component to how to work internationally.
Judith (Academic) states the value of her practice theories in support of her practice: And
that leads into, we had discussions about empowerment, and I say to the students
consistently that you know you can’t empower someone, someone might feel
empowered but it’s their call. And I’m often trying to convey to students that you
can work in a way in valuing, empathy valuing, you know giving people time to
have a voice, valuing and enabling, valuing and giving opportunity, but whether
any of that is felt as empowering, even if all of those things are on the list of what
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you might do to be empowering, if it’s not felt as empowering, it’s not you’ve
failed, they’re no good because they didn’t get empowered. But the bottom line is
the person; each of us makes a call for ourselves whether we feel empowered
about something.

Summary
Practice knowledge is evident in each of the participant’s discussions above, with each
participant, highlighting their own uniquely socially constructed interpretation of their
use of knowledge within their practice context. Trevithick (2012 a and b) validates this
argument, by recognition of Practice Knowledge.

6.6.

Factual Knowledge

Factual knowledge refers to knowledge acquisition, knowing that and is used to
describe research findings, data, statistics, figures, and records, all of which are likely to
reflect a particular theoretical perspective in social work in law, legislation, social
policy, agency policy, procedures and systems, information relating to specific groups
of people, and information relating to particular problems (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). The
research recognises participants’ factual knowledge in terms of how legislation
operates, policy decisions on service users, how different agencies interpret policy
requirements, understanding service users’ problems and how certain people’s problems
are manifested in relation to certain groups.

6.6.1. Law Knowledge
This section refers to the principles of law, and knowledge of relevant legislation. Law
knowledge (Trevithick, 2012 a & b) highlights the importance that the law holds within
social work and the key principles that underpin the country’s legal system. Social work
is empowered, guided and controlled by its legal mandate. Knowledge of the legal
mandate provides familiarity with the law, and requirements of government can be an
important lever from which to argue for services to be provided (Roberts & Preston
Shoot, (2000). Eric (Academic) comments on the significance of legal knowledge in his
practice in Vietnam:
But still they invited me back to finish it off. And then in 2008 I was rehired for
another part of the project until 2008, 2009 I did more work. 2010 the government
then implemented the work that we’d been doing, by creating, what in Vietnamese
terms is law. And it’s known officially as decision Thirty-two of the Prime
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Minister’s Office. But it’s actually a statute that says this is social work and this
is what social work is in Vietnam and this is how it will be structured as a
profession.
Peter (Academic) stresses the value of the role of the Human Rights Commission in
supporting human rights in Australia:
And now we know if I make a sexist remark well goody gumdrops it is now that
I’m breaking the law. So, my view on this has always been you have very powerful
social movements, but at the end of the day, the gratification of that and the
enforcement through law is a very critical step. So, if you take racial
discrimination, gender discrimination, age discrimination, not so long ago, but
when older people were told they couldn’t sleep together if they went to an aged
persons home. Well we now know whether matron or the superintendent things
it’s a good idea, they don’t have a choice because that’s the law. So, I think a lot
of the rights stuff has been certainly enhanced by things like the Australian human
rights commission, by a greater sense of our obligations.
Sandra (Paid Worker) states the importance of having law knowledge in addressing the
complexities of her practice in working in the Middle East:
So, I will have conversations around this, and I will just try and deal with it
professionally essentially. And because I come from a, I think strong knowledge
base now on this, you know I’m a content expert on it, so I can sort of refer to
international laws and norms, standards that are actually applying in this
particular situation. I can use that, not as a legalistic argument, but just as a
reminder because that’s how we practice. Particularly in the U.N. it’s all about
norms and centred, so that’s essentially its job. Normative frameworks. I say, what
the wins are, what the rewards are from doing it this way.

Summary
Law knowledge is evident with each participants’ discussions, though once again,
participants’ demonstrate their own uniquely different socially constructed interpretation
based on their own international
environment.

Trevithick

contextual experiences and adaption to their

(2012a&b)

supports

this

argument,

stating

law

knowledge/theories is an important component of Factual Knowledge.
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6.6.2. Policy Knowledge
This section refers to the knowledge of relevant social policy. It looks at the importance
of factual knowledge in the area of social policy (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Social policy
decisions can “enhance or contain opportunities for the delivery of high-quality social
work” (Shardlow, 2007, p. 16). The research participants acquired policy knowledge in
support of their international practice, as noted by Peter (Academic) who describes the
importance of having a broader understanding of advocacy, policy and the political
area, in support of his practice:
So, projects were set up around the rights of women, around legal issues such as
respect for law and try and strengthen granting money to organisations that were
involved in legal matters, women’s matters, children’s matters. I say all the time
to social workers that your social work cannot be confined to what you do day to
day in your organisation. It has to be broader than that, it has to be in the
advocacy area, the policy area, the political area.

Summary
Policy knowledge is an important component of social work practice (Trevithick 2012b),
as evident by participant’s demonstrated practice experiences in support of knowledge
building. Bartlett (1970) states “ It is through the conscious action of the social worker,
who selects what is relevant for the particular situation before him, that the appropriate
knowledge and values become integrated with the intervention.” ( pg78)

6.6.3. Agency Knowledge
This section refers to the knowledge of relevant agency policy, procedures and practice.
There is a need to understand the context within which social work is located and the
general principles that shape the organisation and delivery of services (Trevithick, 2012
a & b).
Susan (Paid Worker) stresses her extensive government experience in support of
practice:
I guess I was very grateful that I had firstly been trained as a social worker, that
I had worked quite a bit in a government bureaucracy that had taught me
administrative skills, administrative in the sense of managing and being aware of
risks and doing risk assessments. Understanding sort of strategy and planning,
and also understanding crises response, so both as a practitioner in terms of crises
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intervention, but as a manager in terms of being able to respond quickly to
emerging circumstances.
Penny (Volunteer) reports how her strategic knowledge supported her agency practice:
So, my contribution and my work has been focused so much more on the broader
structural issues that I think compound and create these small day-to-day
problems. And I think that definitely has been an entirely new journey for this
organisation who have never conceived of strategic direction and planning and
consultation and gathering evidence. Especially evidence, that is something
entirely new to them. Even something as simple or elementary as being able to
conduct a literature review and find evidence in the literature or relevant studies
within their community that are talking about local needs and trends. And for
example, here in Cambodia, 29% of men have admitted to raping a woman. And
that’s an unreasonably high statistic and other studies have shown that 60% of
women have experienced rape.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) expresses her concerns in relation to securing payment and
how this influenced her decisions to stay or exit:
If you’re in a private contracted relationship to a country, around payment – now
some developing countries I work have, ah, lots of corruption problems so your
actual payment, payment is often delayed and you have an agreed upon ‘I’ll do
this for that amount of money’ and it may take, some countries, they remain
nameless, ah, it may take eight to nine months to pay you, not because they don’t
want to pay you, but because their systems don’t work properly, like for example
I did work last year in a country and the agreement was that they would reimburse
flight costs and hotel costs and I did the work for free, to this day I have not been
reimbursed for flights and accommodation and part of that is the ebb and flow of
what goes on and the dilemmas around, ah, how exacting you get about trying to
get that money and systems, people I deal directly with want to pay the money but
are part of a government system that just doesn’t work.
Eric (Academic) discusses the significance of his agency work in Vietnam:
The main bit has been working with UNICEF to work with X towards the
recognition of social work, and subsequent to that I had come back there in 2011
to do work on, do a project to find the laws that now need to be changed to match
social work for the laws on say dealing with juvenile offenders, and the laws on
family laws on a whole variety of areas. I was supposed to go in 2012, but personal
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and family ill- health prevented me from doing that. So, the current plan is I’m
going back this year to do the next bit of that.

Summary
Participants’ highlighted their understanding of their agency knowledge, a result of
their practice experiences. This knowledge is an important contribution to the
systematic development of body of knowledge (Kadushin, 1959, Kahn, 1954,
Trevithick 2012 a & b). Participants clearly demonstrate and articulate their
understanding and meaning of agency knowledge in support of their social work
practice.

6.6.4. Problem Knowledge
This section discusses problems regularly encountered in social work. It refers to
knowledge of specific problems (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Sandra (Paid Worker)
describes the complexities of her practice in working in the Middle East and her
problem-solving capacity to resolve these complex issues:
That would be, we’re not going to be seen to be advocating for that sort of
response and whatever, so you might have conversations, you might also have to
do a lot of education. Well that’s ok, but it doesn’t fit in with the law, so really you
have to fit in with this law a bit more effectively, blah blah blah. And you come up
with if you like, perhaps the most workable solution under the circumstances.
None of this is ever ideal. There’s always some compromise. But then once there’s
been a critical mass of thinking and conversation around this, then there’s some
sort of compromised agreement and then that’s what we will then say, ok we’ll
take that up.
Colleen (Volunteer) states that her social work knowledge informed her resolving of
difficulties with her practice:
It’s integral to social work, it’s integral to what we do. Social work is all about
social justice, the care and the value of the person, the individual. And then we
transport that to this culture then when talking not just the individual, we’re
talking the whole community. And so, you don’t operate outside of the community.
So that’s where the ethical issues with those cases came in because, and the
mistakes that were made by myself and X, but X can’t be blamed I’m the adult,
I’m the elder.
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Elizabeth (Paid Worker) states the importance of engaging in problem knowledge
building in her practice:
You can go and you can offer something to those countries, and it will remain a
dark recess unless that gets opened up and light shone on it, you now, through
both a combination of the AASW and the universities.
Sally (Volunteer) claims that self-care is an important aspect of her practice:
I push myself too far. And you told me that at the time. Maybe you should just take
a subject off, and I almost did it and then I didn’t. You know it’s something I’m
learning.
Christine (Paid Worker) cites the value of learning in her practice:
I guess I’ve always seen myself as a leaner, that you never stop learning. So, when
you find yourself in a field of work where you’re constantly learning and being
challenged. That’s what I am drawn to.

Summary
Participants’ were clearly able to demonstrate problem knowledge in support of their
international social work practice. As Bartlett (1970) highlights “a profession’s strongest
foundation is its body of knowledge. As social work progressively defines its central
focus and purposes, its knowledge will be built around them.” (p. 69) Problem knowledge
demonstrates the growing body of social work knowledge.

6.6.5. People Knowledge
This section looks at the trends that can be identified in relation to different groups of
people within our society (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Some groups may look to social
work for help and support and therefore it is important for social workers to be able to
work with different groups of people. Participants stress the importance of having an
appreciation and understanding of people knowledge in support of their practice, as
reported by Peter (Academic):
People who are bloody good at what they do, who are knowledgeable about what
they do, who can bloody well do things and get them done on time. Who if they
make commitments to people they fulfil them, who don’t rate out on others in their
organisations, they’re the sorts of things that I value. I value people who really
know what they’re doing, they have a good knowledge base, they can manage
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projects, that’s the sort of person, they’re the sorts of people that I really go for in
a big way.
Colleen (Volunteer) describes her understanding and appreciation of people’s
knowledge in support of her practice:
You value the person. Very clearly value the person, listen to what the person is
saying. And maintaining relationship. It’s so important. See that’s what we have
done, we’ve maintained relationship with these people. So yes, we agree to the
cultural norm, but that doesn’t stop us caring about that person and what the
person is, who the person is. So, we don’t cease to care just because of a ‘mistake’,
because it’s perceived that way as a mistake in English, their translation they’ll
call it a mistake. And we’re listening to what the person needs and wants.
Eric (Academic) states that engaging with others is an important aspect to his practice:
I work to travel and participate with others. I have a philosophical view.
Judith (Academic) states the value of relationships as part of her practice framework:
It’s relationship based. It kind of takes you back to the principals of social work,
it starts where we’re all at. It’s the importance of relationships magnified in an
international environment and it’s always loomed large in my social work
practice, but it’s magnified in an international environment.
Kathryn (Academic) reports on her lived national and international experiences:
He’d done medical electives in Tanzania, and we ended up living in Etonga. So,
he had that kind of experience. Whereas me, prior to going to Indonesia, my
experience of overseas, you know, just even going overseas, was three weeks in
Papua New Guinea, just visiting friends, and it was two weeks in Alice Springs
where I’d gone with a social work friend who’d done a placement out in one of
the communities.
Dorothy (Volunteer) states that having her deputy director present, influenced her
practice experience:
But I was very fortunate too, that the deputy director of programs at the time was
a very forward thinking change focused Italian doctor who’d worked in Somalia
and other places, but she was very much, she very much sort of championed and
supported what I did. And I could see, say looking back to my Indian experience,
if that wasn’t the case, how difficult it would have been to do what I did. Because
you’ve got to have champions.
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Susan (Paid Worker) posits that good supervision and reflective practice are important
components in support of debriefing her offshore staff:
I think the most important thing is that, well there’s a few things, one is that you’ve
got really good supervision processes in place for people who are working in those
circumstances, you know support while they’re away and certainly good reflective
practice and supervision on their return. And for our work for example, we have daily
debriefs, by the team leaders, and then the team leaders debriefed by someone back here.
And then before people leave, they’re individually debriefed by their team leader and
there’s a group debrief if they’re all leaving together as well and then within a month, we
have a whole of group debrief. It is interesting that Susan informs us of her use of the
need for good social work knowledge in supporting her offshore staff. The use of
professional social work knowledge is clearly recognisable as professional social work
knowledge to other social workers. In fact, Susan recognises the fact that this professional
social work knowledge itself acted as a means of ‘recognition’ of one social worker to
another across national borders; as Susan notes of the national social workers she worked
with:
And I think that was absolutely critical in enabling us to do it as well. Well I think
the fact X was a social worker helped as well, she had that framework, not that
she did us any favours. You know she didn’t look after us any more than any other
part of the organisation, but she did have that framework of knowledge and
experience.
Catherine (Academic) describes having expert knowledge, a result of developing
individual and organisational relationships as an important influence in her practice:
Well it’s a personal relationship as much as anything with the people that we’re
involved with.

But also, an organisation-to-organisation relationship, and

expertise to expertise-type relationship. And generally being aware that they’re
the experts in their own country and drawing on that as much as possible and
being conscious that that is expert knowledge … because I’m a social work
researcher and that is in my view a field of practice.
Sandra (Paid Worker) identifies relationships with her communities as being
significantly important in her day-to-day practice:
I have a very good relationships within the community and I’m always seen as a
trusted ally, or a trusted, not always. Advocate for whatever they want. I also
149

advocate for things that I don’t necessarily, I think they could be doing better if I
wanted to do it personally, but that’s not my call. It’s their self-determination is
key. Good social work principle by the way. So, I’m very much for promoting self
-determination and that’s something I’ve practiced internationally everywhere
I’ve gone. So firstly, this scan of myself and my own values, my own lens.
Susan (Paid Worker) reports having the necessary disaster management knowledge, skills
and attributes in support of her presentation to the service users/social workers: It was
around a curricula to do with climate change really, but she asked me to talk about my
disaster stuff. So, I did work around what’s the knowledge, skills and attributes I suppose
of social workers based on my experience that you need to work in this space. So the
knowledge that you draw on the skills that you use and what attributes I very firmly
believe that not every social worker is suited to this work and that there’s a set of
attributes, particularly this offshore work a set of attributes that are really critical
because you’ve got to work in a very high emotional crises environment.

Summary
“Rich sources of knowledge are available from many directions. The problem is one of
identifying, formulating, systematizing and testing the concepts and generalisations
appropriate and meaningful for the profession.” Bartlett (1970, p 70).
Trevithick (2012 a & b) knowledge, skills and values framework, supports a systematic
approach of the application of people’s knowledge.

6.7.

Practice Knowledge

This section refers to how social workers draw on abstract theories (theoretical
knowledge), and the facts at their disposal (factual knowledge) to guide and inform
practice (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). It highlights the way practice knowledge, that is,
knowing how, is concerned primarily with what social workers do in practice (Ryle,
1949), and it features in the interview data. The two facets of this domain include
knowledge use or utilisation and knowledge creation and skills development.

6.7.1. Knowledge Use or Utilisation
This section examines the application of knowledge, skills and values in practice in such
areas as: skills and interventions; practice theories; social work methods; and social
work values. This section introduces a range of terms that are central features of social
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work practice, including analysis and synthesis; forming hypothesis, critical thinking;
problem solving, judicious decision-making and critical reflection (Trevithick, 2012 a &
b). Participants used and utilised knowledge in support of their practice, including
Sandra (Paid Worker) who describes utilising practice wisdom as an important
component of her practice:
You know I think its practice wisdom is something important here and of course
it’s all of those things and probably the more matured you’ve become in your
profession, the more you realise that it’s, for me anyway.
Wendy (Volunteer) also claims that practice wisdom is a significant aspect to her
practice:
My practice is guided by practice wisdom, (learning experience), values,
reflection, code of ethics, theoretical, strengths-based, self-care, Facebook with
my friends, (stress release), peer networks, travel. My personal practice model
draws upon my previous travel experiences, not influenced by code of ethics, as I
have always had good ethics, theoretical frameworks such as empowerment and
strengths-based values, (hope, self-determination, human rights, equity, social
justice, dignity). I am pragmatic and strategic. I evaluate and re-evaluate my
views strategically, select people who have strong work ethics, strong service,
industrial values, spending time building relationships.
Susan (Paid Worker) also reports on the importance of practice wisdom influencing her
practice:
What was informing my practice was also my previous experience and I’ve had
quite a bit of experience in disaster work and a really strong interest in that for
many years prior to Bali.
Participants also report having developed knowledge, skills and strategies/appropriate
interventions, as a result of their international practice experiences, as addressed by
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) who describes having the necessary strategies in educating
workers’ with preparation for international practice:
Well, I think we need to educate workers that if you are thinking of working
overseas then there are different ways you can do it and they produce different
kinds of problems and issues for you when you’re in those countries. So if you are
working for a university in Australia and they get the contract to deliver something
in a developing country that is going to put you in a certain position in that
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country, where as if you are working as an independent consultant in that country
that is also … so that’s a different model that has complexity or a combination of
both, and I do think we need to, to, workers need to understand that, we need to
be educating a lot better for that around what is your, ah, working relationship
and structures around you in developing or non-developing countries and what
are the stressors and pressures of those and the dilemmas they will create around
that.
Susan (Paid Worker) cites Dominelli’s (2013) humanitarian relief guidelines as a
seminal text for international humanitarian workers as being an important contribution
to international practice:
Well particularly offshore. I mean we do onshore stuff as well, but certainly
offshore. I don’t know any other country that does that work. But it is international
work in the context of helping Australians, which is different from doing
humanitarian work. Lena Dominelli has just produced a set of guidelines for, or
standards for humanitarian relief workers.

Summary
As Bartlett (1970) states,“ The trend appears to be toward a time when all social workers
will need to be able to view the full interventive repertoire of the profession and to
understand

how the various

interventive

actions

are combined

and used in

practice……. It means that all social workers will be aware of the full range of
interventive measures encompassed by their profession, not a skills to be learned but
as ways of offering help, influencing situations, and bring about social change, and will
take them into account in their own planning and action.” (p 80)
Participants clearly demonstrate their unique and individual perspective in the utilisation
practice knowledge in support of their interventions, theoretical perspectives, methods
of practice, skills development. Participants highlighted their full range of interventive
repertoire in support of their practice.

6.7.2. Knowledge Creation
This section refers to creativity: the creative use of knowledge in practice, working
creatively with complex problems and difficult and unpredictable situations that have
new or unique features in social work practice (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). The key
concepts within this domain, include professional use of self- intuition, tacit knowledge,
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transferability, and practice wisdom. These concepts (Schön, 1983) are less formal,
abstract, and rule based than the technical -rational decision pathways.
Participants report having the ability to create knowledge to support their practice. For
example, Eric (Academic) states that his consultancy work in Vietnam provided an
opportunity to test out new ideas in relation to ethics and values and international social
work:
Very important to me that I have worked with Vietnamese colleagues as somebody who is a resource for them, for them to develop social work appropriately
for their own country. And it’s given me the opportunity to in that sense test out
a whole set of ideas that I have been developing over the years about the link
between my interest in ethics and values and international social work. And so,
to that extent, although it’s not the only thing that’s fed into my academic work
on international social work or ethics in the meantime, it’s probably the single
largest influence, although it’s happening in amongst a lot of other stuff.
Colleen (Volunteer) describes how learning to work with communities was a significant
part of her practice:
So, it was a testing ground for us. So that was a very a learning thing for me as a
Westerner with a really strong empowerment perspective, but we have to work
within community. Even when the community we think, I’m thinking are wrong.
You’ve still got to work within that community.
Catherine (Academic) states that research knowledge and skills have enabled her to
publish her work:
And it’s also, because I look at gender, it’s about reimagining spaces with
different configurations of gender equality, which is quite a complex intellectual
exercise when you’re in a country where women have no rights. So, it’s about
even trying to not only find solutions to climate events, and climate support, but
to reshape cultural inequities, or social inequities.
Christine (Paid Worker) reports drawing upon a range of practice theories in support of
her learning in practice:
I draw upon theories, strengths based, reflections, clear on self-perceptions. I am
a learner and humanistic.
Judith (Academic) reports utilising her practice framework in support of her practice: I
draw upon a relationship-based practice framework (anti-oppressive practice,
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problem-solving theory, group dynamics, systems theory, empowerment, values
(integrity, respect, honesty, dignity, rights to decide, equality), clarity in roles,
relationships key to successful outcomes.
Sandra (Paid Worker) states that practicing internationally has made her a more critical
and reflective thinker:
I feel working internationally forces you to be much more critical thinking and
reflective than I would have been here, or I would have had the urge to here, and
that’s because I am in a foreign environment all the time and I’m working cross
culturally in, with unfamiliar rules and social norms etc. So, it’s incumbent on me
to you know reflect and check it out and constantly scan, so I feel I make a
concerted effort to do that much more internationally, to just make sure I’m
coherent and on track with what’s going on. Conscious and I make it part of my
day to day practice.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) reports utilising practice knowledge in terms of practice
translation within her practice:
The last thing I bring is practical translation - how can we do this within your
country’s context? So I tend to be able to work at both a macro level when you’re
sitting at the table at ministerial planning meetings and when you’re standing in
for an agency dealing with a case, you say right, how do we do this, how do we
think it out, how do we case plan it, how do we implement it, and you’re teaching
them very practical skills.
Penny (Volunteer) affirms her desire to find more collective knowledge to assist her in
dealing with challenges and dilemmas in her practice:
I was determined to try to find more effective collective knowledge. I couldn't
really pinpoint it to one specific thing. It's just been this accumulative knowledge
that I've been able to build up through my years of supervision of the Australian
Social Workers’ Code of Ethics, these international guidelines and conventions
and declarations of human rights and covenants on social and economic rights.

Summary
The responses of the participants provide an important indicator that ‘professional
knowledge’ maybe a key means by which the process of understanding of and
engagement with the role of international social worker may occur. The results suggest
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that professional knowledge may have a valid descriptive presence, recognised by the
participants in the research, recognisable to nationals and to the researcher as social
workers. Social workers recognise professional knowledge without needing to use the
term when it is utilised by themselves in practice and observed by other social workers.

6.8.

What Constitutes Professional Knowledge?

This was an interesting question for the researcher to try and answer through reading,
considering and interpreting the data as constituted by what the participants’ recorded
voices said. Questions arose, for researcher, does professional knowledge exit? What
constitutes professional knowledge? What is professional knowledge? Was professional
knowledge used in practice?

6.9.

Process of Findings

The data is constituted into two parts. Firstly, what the participants said about the
possible categories of knowledge they drew upon as this linked to Trevithick’s
framework ( 2012 a & b) Secondly, what the participants said in relation to the use of
professional knowledge beyond Trevithick’s framework; recognising that Trevithick’s
framework makes no claims to universal inclusivity of the professional framework. For
example, these are the only categories of professional knowledge offered under the
framework.

6.10.

Categories of Knowledge

The participants were able to recognise their use of professional knowledge in
international practice and were able to note the certain types of professional
knowledge they draw upon for example, research knowledge, case planning
knowledge, organisational practice knowledge, legal knowledge, policy knowledge,
practice knowledge. The range of theoretical, factual and practice knowledge
identified by participants is evidenced in the participant’s comments in this chapter.
Despite the awareness of a linkage of their professional practice to professional
knowledge, the participants showed limited evidence of categorising the professional
knowledge they referred to in categories of knowledge, as per Trevithick’s knowledge
framework. As noted earlier, Trevithick divides professional knowledge into three
groups: theoretical knowledge, factual knowledge and practice knowledge. The
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categorisations, as discussed previously have a claimed degree of mutual exclusivity
relating to what constitutes types of knowledge sources, these are:
•
•

Theoretical knowledge - conceptual identification/relationships.
Factual knowledge - what is known and treated professionally as informative
practice context facts.

•

Practice knowledge - what is known from practice experience. None of the
participants (unsurprisingly perhaps) in the research indicated their awareness
of Trevithick’s framework. A small number however did (perhaps
surprisingly) utilise the conceptual labels devised by Trevithick and did
appear to be using the Theoretical, Factual and Practice knowledge category
they referred to in a similar manner. This was particularly apparent in the use
of Trevithick’s category of practice knowledge (generally referred to by the
participants, as practice wisdom). The recognition of the use of practice
wisdom, is exemplified in the voices of Wendy, Catherine, Sandra, and
Susan.

Trevithick’s other categories of professional practice knowledge were not always easily
‘category-based’ recognisable by the participants. Many participants were able to
recognise their use of theoretical knowledge including Colleen, Sue, Dorothy, Susan,
Elizabeth, Sandra, Catherine, Christine and Judith.
A larger number of participants appear to be utilising Factual Knowledge: Eric’s
(Academic) capacity to support agency in developing legal frameworks, Sandra’s (Paid
Worker) Middle Eastern legal experiences, Susan’s (Paid Worker) government
knowledge in undertaking offshore disaster management programs, and Penny’s
(Volunteer) strategic thinking in support of her practice.
This researcher-based categorisation, rather than the practitioner-recognised
categorisation, does not mean such categories of professional knowledge are not utilised
to inform the participants’ professional practice. Clearly, practitioners can be using one
or more of the categories in their practice, without a label for that category and this can
be recognised through the voice (rather than the label of the practitioner), as evidenced
by the voices of many of the participants, and as exemplified in the specific voices of
Susan and Penny.
Utilising Trevithick’s framework, it is easier for the researcher to recognise, for
example, the categories of factual knowledge relating to the law, policy as factual
knowledge, Susan’s practice working with administrative and bureaucratic systems, and
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Penny’s use of demographic and incidence data.

6.11.

Beyond the Framework

Although Trevithick’s framework was seen for research purposes as providing a
relevant means to understand the use of professional knowledge in practice (and
therefore possibly relevant to international social work practice) there was always the
preparedness of the researcher to encounter other areas of professional influences. The
domain which emerged through the voices of the research participants was that of
ethics. Ethical professional knowledge related to awareness of the complexities and
dilemmas of social work practice in many countries, for example corruption,
discrimination, exclusion, and poor practice. It was clear to me that moral knowledge
was occurring although participants generally did not label the knowledge they drew
upon, (perceive, understand, assess and respond) to such dilemmas as ‘moral theory’
(Plant, 1970)
From the findings, ‘moral theory’ is a form of professional knowledge which is outside
Trevithick’s framework. This use of ‘moral knowledge’ in relation to accountability of
practice can be seen in the comments of Sandra, Dorothy, Sally, and Elizabeth.
Sandra (Paid Worker) identifies moral knowledge in the values she refers to in her
practice when she notes:
I’m finding there’s little distinction between who I am as a person and my
profession in, don’t mean technically in carrying it out every day, but I am those
values and so, and I couldn’t do this work if it wasn’t true, and so they are the
values that I live. Giving back, but it’s a wisdom, part of the practice wisdom is
not being self-conscious any more about that and not being arrogant about it, but
being humble.
Dorothy (Volunteer) appears to be referencing moral knowledge when she highlights
the importance of respect for relationships in her practice:
Knowing what’s going to work and what’s not going to work, not just knowing
relationship building is important but as you say the wisdom of it and having to
be real thing and I suppose the respect for people that they can see these
international workers a mile off and they know those of us. They size us up pretty
quickly whether we’re on the take or not.
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Sally (Volunteer) stresses the importance of giving back as a vital component of her
practice:
So I looked at a lot of different development programs and a lot of different how
to work in cross cultural contexts and social justice issues associated with that
through anthropology and with a lot of development studies subjects and a lot of
gender studies and I said this isn’t expansive enough for me, I need to see, this
feels very white, I need to see how this, you know, I need the bigger picture stuff,
I need, how the social and cultural influences of person would influence you know,
influence ourselves and others and I want those skills. So it was that giving back,
it’s about receiving and giving, that exchange that happens with real respect
rather than charity model.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) explains the importance of her moral theory in support of her
ethical practice:
What guides me, you cannot, you simply cannot be there solely as an economic
relationship, I just find that morally untenable as a social worker, yes, we all need
to earn income, that’s true, but we need, we are there, there is something else that
sits right beside that which is our capacity to assist and help and if people like
myself who have extensive practice experience and knowledge and understanding
as well as an academic background that can bring those two together then the
worthiness of the project is a key criteria.

Summary
This moral knowledge identified, is not to suggest that the participants were necessarily
clear about what actions were subsequently necessary, but does indicate that other
sources of professional knowledge outside Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) were
utilised by the participants in the study and need to be considered as we begin to paint
an evolving picture of what knowledge is utilised, and how it is applied in international
social work practice.

6.12.

How is Professional Knowledge Utilised?

The data understanding so far does suggest that the participants recognised professional
knowledge was present in how they understood and responded to the context of their
individual professional practice. The data also indicates that though, not always clear
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(other than Practice Wisdom), which of Trevithick’s knowledge framework components
the participants were drawing upon, they were utilising the three knowledge areas of the
framework. It was also shown that the participants accessed an additional ‘moral
knowledge’ area in their practice. The extended question is now what did/do the
participants do with this professional knowledge in relation to the practice environments
of international social work practice. The data suggests three activities occur in relation
to the professional knowledge, (both in relation to Trevithick’s framework and beyond).
These activities are the participants:
•

applying the existing knowledge unaltered to the international practice context.

•

adapting the existing knowledge to the international practice context

•

creating new knowledge to reflect the needs of the international practice context.
Applying the existing knowns of social work professional knowledge was the
most common strategy of the participants. This application appeared to be
undertaken without question for some of the participants, whilst for others there
was present a voice of awareness as to whether the known professional
knowledge was relevant to the international context of the practice.
Interestingly, both voices can be heard together in Penny’s (Volunteer)
statement:
It’s been personally difficult for me because I see the constant reinforcement every
day and it’s something that I really try to work against in my theory and my
practice and academic research, and I really think that this continues to occur,
because there is a natural trapping and fallacy into going into a developed
country and I think the trapping is that we assume because they are developing,
and we assume because they are so far behind, that means we don’t need to bring
the same standards and high practice that we are accustomed to in Australia.

Penny’s statement seems to acknowledge that local context needs to be accounted for,
whilst also recognising that what was appropriate for Australian requirements should
also be required for the international context and lower expectations are not seen as
appropriate because the international context is a developing country. Penny’s statement
thus reflects applying what exists and adapting to the needs of a specific context. Data
identified a number of participants undertaking creation of knowledge, for example the
development of new knowledge. Catherine (Academic) reports new knowledge emerges
as a result creating new knowledge:
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And then having or developing a rich sense of cultural context and how that means
that nothing is linear, and no two situations are similar, but that cultural context
shapes responses and capacity and yeah, just the whole way that people can
respond.

Summary
This three-part approach to professional knowledge utilisation seems to act to extend
Trevithick’s framework and will be discussed in relation to implications for future
international social work practice in Chapter Seven.

6.13.

Knowledge Building

Government initiatives, such as The Columbo Plan (2013) continue to provide social
work students with the opportunity to experience international practice through
university pathways. For example, Judith (Academic) reports the importance of
strengthening and enhancing social work students’ knowledge with the support of
university exchanges:
Our internationalisation officer at the time and there was some discussion about
whether university was interested in taking students to India to be part of a
program that Professor had developed called program. As it turns out and as I
now know program is offered to universities across the world essentially.
Professor had also talked to the university and some other institutions about being
involved and I think we were the quickest on the uptake with saying yeah let’s give
it a go.
Sue (Volunteer) states that her international placement influenced her decision to pursue
international practice:
I did the social work thing, because I realised that would get me a job, and then I
did one of my social work placements overseas in Argentina. So that is obviously
I’ve gone the social work knowing I can do that, that was my plan the whole time,
to do an overseas placement.

Summary
According to Bartlett (1970), “In their roles as members of a helping profession, many
social workers (the majority of the profession) are working directly with the people they
serve. They seek to assess the impact of the situation upon the people involved in it and
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to understand its’ particular meaning to them, that is their perception, feelings, and desires
in regard to it.” (pp 72) With increasing awareness of their responsibilities social workers’
turn their attention to practice experience in developing distinctive sources of knowledge.
Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) provides social work with a method of a way of
thinking of social work knowledge building.

6.14.

Social Work Knowledge

Social work is a knowledgeable and skilled activity, highlighting knowledge that all
social workers bring to the encounter (Trevithick, 2012 a & b). Social work knowledge
building is an important component for the future of the social work profession.
Opportunities exist in the field of research, with several PhD students working
alongside senior research academics in support of their research commitments. For
example, Catherine (Academic) reports social work research knowledge building was a
critical factor in the future of social work education:
I see it as really important that social workers do research like this on issues that
involve human rights and social justice, and I see it as really critically important
for social workers to reshape knowledge basis. To refocus. You know the climate
change area is so dominated by scientific knowledge and analysis of economic
impacts and that sort of thing. That infiltrating that, or shaping that, with a bit
more social intelligence or a social understanding is, I think, critical. So I think
social workers have a significant role in international research and because you
do reframe issues, you do re-jig just the constructions of issues and you do call to
attention things that are happening around the world that perhaps with a bit of
effort we could address in a different way.
Other participants report the value of knowledge building by learning the in-country
language. For example, Sandra (Paid Worker) stresses the importance of learning a
language in support of her knowledge building:
But also, what happens is when you learn a language then you get a head for
languages, and then you can have a faster pick up rate of other languages, this is
what I find. But I would say to a student, learn a new language at university, carry
it through.
The research demonstrates the value of indigenous knowledge and its influence on
practitioners’ experiences. Several volunteers report their prior indigenous knowledge
framework supporting their practice. One volunteer reports her intention to strengthen
their indigenous knowledge by returning to study and another volunteer discusses
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exploring the opportunity of entry into indigenous practice upon return to Australia.
Penny (Volunteer) reports that her prior experiences supported her international
practice:
I think coming from rural or outback Australia, you definitely get a different
perception and understanding of the social issues particularly for Indigenous
Australians, and I don’t think we get as much exposure to that on the east coast
of Australia. And I think that we probably quite formative in shaping how I try to
understand and practice with vulnerable populations.
Sally (Volunteer) notes that her international placement resembled her cross-cultural
indigenous practice:
Oh, it’s just so much of the work that I do with women on the land telling their
story. I mean it draws so much on anthropological theories and social theories
and anthropology massively, which is so much a part of the work that I’m doing
now. So yeah, its’ just perfect for, it’s just what I gravitate towards anyway, and
it’s good because it’ll give me some foundational counselling skills, and I want to
develop that as well.

Summary
According to Bartlett (1970) “As social workers’ observe and listen in this way and
intervene in an effort to bring about change, they feel the emotional stress themselves
and through their sharing sense vividly the significance of the situation in human terms.
Thus through their closeness to a wide range of social problems, their way of relating
to people and their participation in the living experiences, social workers have special
opportunities for understanding problems of social functioning.” (p 73). From this
research it is evident participants were emerged in their experiences and able to
systematically develop creative, systematic social work knowledge.

6.15.

Practice Knowledge

Practice knowledge, the domain which focuses on how knowledge (theoretical and
factual knowledge), and skills are applied in practice (Trevithick, 2012 a & b), has been
identified in the research. For example, Catherine (Academic) reports practice wisdom
as a significant component of her practice:
It’s a hard question to answer because you go into each situation not knowing
what you’re going to face. So, you go with research question and a bit of paper and off
162

you go. So, I think there’s a fair bit of practice wisdom that you have to be able to do this
and then I think there’s a fair bit of maturity that has to go with it. Sandra (Paid Worker)
outlines what practice wisdom meant in terms of her practice:
I also think for me, I’ve come to the stage of my own development, career
development of also wanting to give back there as part of practice wisdom and
that’s not to say that I own the practice wisdom about my particular area. I know
that I have now a good set of knowledge and skills.
Penny (Volunteer) stresses the importance of practice wisdom in support of her practice:
But I do think that there is a lot of merit for being able to build your foundation
and your practice wisdom up in an area which you know can have some
consistency and stability and transparency and good infrastructure in Australia.
It means that they want to have a comparison to know what it's like, what's
effective and what works. I was determined to try to find more effective collective
knowledge.
Elizabeth (Paid Worker) describes her ability to adapt to her practice environment in
support of her practice:
I tend to be able to work at both a macro level when you’re sitting at the table at
ministerial planning meetings and when you’re standing in for an agency dealing
with a case, you say right, how do we do this? How do we think about it? How do
we case plan it? how do we implement it? and your teaching them very practical
skills.
Dorothy (Volunteer) also recognises the need to adapt to the context of her international
practice:
These jobs often never work out the way that they’re written in job descriptions
and mine was a typical one. And I had to sit and watch and wait and relate and
talk and try to find a way that I could do something that was genuinely valuable
rather than I’m here to bring a consistent community development framework to
the refugee camps. Well I knew that wasn’t going to, there’d been a lot of people
before me, and a lot of people were going to come after me. Uncertainty, how it
would be maintained, language barriers, lack of organisational infrastructure to
support decision-making processes, no capacity to build processes for example,
accountability and transparency, personal and professional expectations, the job
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is never going to be what you thought it would be, establishing relationships take
times and time is not on your side.
Sandra (Paid Worker) reports adapting to her environment in support of her practice:
Firstly, I have to be very clear, I do a scan of my own mind body and soul if you
like first of where I stand on these things, and why I’m doing it. I do fairly
regularly question myself. You know I do a lot of reflective practice. So, I question
and firstly I say to myself: Am I on track? Did I hear this right? Am I
understanding what the women are telling me correctly? Am I filtering it through
my lens, my western lens, my educated lens, blah blah blah whatever lens? Am I
coloured in my view just because I am you know a strong advocate in this
particular area and whatever? Then I check that out, I assure myself that I’ve
heard correctly and that I’m on track or I’m not.

Summary
“The experience of professionals in working with people and helping them to meet a wide
range of life problems – is generally described as practice wisdom, and most of it is
emerged in practice. It has not been formulated and therefore, its extent is un-recognised
and its importance is underestimated……….. In the concern with ‘feeling and doing’
what is ‘known’ too often is not even identified as knowledge or expressed as knowledge
generalisation.” (Bartlett 1970, p 73). Trevithick’s framework (2012 a & b) demonstrates
the now contemporary systematic approach to the recognition/identification of ‘practice
knowledge’ as a significant contribution to social work knowledge building as evident
by the participants discussions above.

6.1.6 Chapter Summary
Chapter Six examines participants’ referencing of knowledge using Trevithick’s
framework (2012 a & b) in support of their international practice. This chapter reveals
that not only did participants use knowledge, they also acquired an array of knowledge
to support their practice. The research also identifies that knowledge was adapted and
created, and new knowledge was generated. The research identifies knowledge as being
a reference point for participants in identifying the challenges and the dilemmas of their
practice. The research also identifies knowledge as being a reference point for
participants, in relation to their decisions to stay or exit from practice. Trevithick’s
framework,( 2012 a & b) can help us recognise that professional knowledge is used.
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The participants can identify and are more aware of practice knowledge informing their
international practice. They are less aware of the other two categories, but I can still
recognise them. The research shows the use of a category outside Trevithick’s
framework, (2012 a & b)although of no surprise, it is limited in its use, which is the use
of moral knowledge - a category which would have been more familiar to those
educated in social work up to the late-1970s, as a knowledge source (Plant, 1970). The
participants use professional knowledge, (theoretical, factual and practice knowledge),
in their practice, supporting Mullens’ (1986), argument that professional knowledge is a
major knowledge practice source. The research data also shows that the categories
themselves are dynamic, throughout the process of international practice, whereby
professional knowledge is applied, adapted and created across time within the
international practice context.
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7.

CONCLUSION
“The progressive educator must always be moving out on his or her own,
continually reinventing me and reinventing what it means to be democratic in
his or her own specific cultural and historical context” (Freire, 1997, p. 308).

7.1.

Introduction

The aim of the research was to examine how Australian trained social workers sought to
understand their practice within an international social work setting. With no evidence
suggesting that several Australian trained social workers will not continue to participate
in international social work practice and perhaps a hope that others may do so, the final
chapter of the research seeks to identify the learnings from the thesis findings. The
study indicated two important findings. These findings relate to the role of social work
knowledge in shaping how the social workers in the study understood both what their
own practice was and how this understanding was then utilised to guide how their
practice was undertaken. For most of the social workers in the study [although variance
occurred], what guided their practice [inclusive of thinking, doing, reviewing & transfer
of learning] was the understanding and application of social work knowledge [i.e. the
known ‘received’ ideas of what is social work as a profession [especially its values/
ethical component] and how is it practiced (Rojek et al., 1988). The findings also relate
to the role and use of social work knowledge to facilitate/enhance the social workers’
role construction of themselves as a social worker (Trevithick, 2012 a &b). The findings
indicate the important place of social work professional knowledge in referencing and
guiding the practice of social work within an international practice setting, as
undertaking by Australian trained social workers in the study population. The findings
highlight professional social knowledge, whether it was use of pre-existing knowledge
or adapted, existing knowledge or created new knowledge flowed on to be utilised to
inform and direct social workers professional sense of self and social work identity. A
third finding of the study identifies further knowledge category utilisation beyond the
three categories identified in Trevithick’s framework. (2012 a & b) This new category
was the use of ‘moral knowledge’ to reference and guide international social work
practice (Plant, 1970). This new finding makes an important contribution to this area of
research.
There is a limited range of literature pertaining to how values influence workers’
international practice. The very notion of values in social work and human service work
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remains a contested area in relation to definitions, distinctions and the applicability
within a global context. There is a need for a more moral framework to address the
moral and ethical issues facing social workers working in complex and difficult practice
environments.
We do know that professional standards and codes of conduct address quality standards,
in support of international practice and that the development of ethical codes are clearly
linked to processes of professionalisation, and herein lies conflicting views of the nature
of professionalism. We also know that the code of ethics is only one step in working
through the ethical practice dilemmas (Chenoweth & McAuliffe (2014). We do know
professional judgment is a necessary component in support of practice. We also know
the importance to know one’s self, and to know the importance of perceiving and
defining what we are doing or trying to do in relation to goals, knowledge and
techniques.
The purpose of this chapter is to explain how the two concepts of ‘social work
knowledge,’ and ‘professional identification and identity’ may work together to
understand what factors may work together to enhance the understanding and
undertaking of international social work practice. The chapter focuses on the
implications of the findings for future international practice of Australian trained social
workers. This ‘future focus’ relates to both future research areas and operational
practices in relation to, recruitment of social workers to work overseas, preparation of
social workers before they proceed to work overseas and support, supervision and
review of worker practices in the light of the findings.

7.2.

Knowledge, Identification and Identity

The study findings suggest that professional knowledge acts as a process medium for
undertaking the role of international social worker across a range of countries. The role
of medium varied between participants in the study, appearing to have a lesser role in
processing the development of international social worker from entry to the role,
participation in it and subsequent reflection/learning from it. It appears, as though this
needs to be subject to further research, possibly having a ‘common sense’ validity, such
that the more experienced the social worker, the more they are able to utilise social
work knowledge to guide the practice context preparation, they are able to reflect on
their practice.
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The study findings appear to show that the utilisation of social work knowledge is also
closely linked to identification with and identity assumption of the role of social worker
itself. This suggests linkage, recognised by Rojek et al. (1988), is perhaps not surprising,
since social work knowledge, that is, the received ideas, acts to not only give a trajectory
for practice understanding and direction but also provides a means to know
‘thyself’ as a social worker – knowledge is the social worker and the social worker is
the knowledge.

7.3.

Findings Explanation

How the important findings of knowledge, identification and its linkage to identity as a
social worker may indeed work conceptually in shaping the understanding and
management of international social work practice, at least as seen by Australian trained
social workers, is an important tentative question-focused outcome of the present
research. To address this question, a tentative model is outlined, which extends the
explanatory capacity of Trevithick’s framework of knowledge, skills and Values (2012
a & b) to provide some explanatory utility in understanding how Australian-trained
social workers may understand and respond to their practice within an international
context of social work practice. Such a tentative model provides a means, not only to
build upon Trevithick’s work utilised throughout the research but also gives some
direction for future research and possible changes to practices in Australia when
Australian social workers are: considering and preparing to undertake international
social work practice; are undertaking international social work practice; and reviewing
and reflecting on a present/post international practice period. The model developed is
built upon three key conceptual positions derived from the key findings of the research
in relation to the role of professional knowledge.

7.4.

The Conceptual Assumptions and Themes and their

Application to Social Work
7.4.1. Practice
The main findings of the research are restructured, for modelling purposes as three
conceptual assumptions and eight practice themes: Conceptual Assumptions
Derived from the Study Findings
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Conceptual Assumption 1: Referent knowledge and skills utilised to understand and
guide social work practice in an international social work practice setting:
•

Practice themes derived from practice environment, which comprise:
o Existing social work knowledge
o Adaptation of existing social work knowledge to the existing context o
Access to and utilisation of new knowledge from the existing context
(and other contexts like the new knowledge area context)

Conceptual Assumption 2: Conceptual, theoretical and practice adaptation is a
continuous, heightened, contextual dynamic of social work practice within an
international practice setting/environment characterised by:
•

Practice themes, which include:
 Adaptive readiness, which includes pre-, on-going and post-readiness
 Professional roles
 Multi-dimensional practice environment focuses on macro, mezzo, and
micro levels
 Orientation, recruitment, professional performance, training, supervision,
debriefing, critical incident management, follow up.

Conceptual Assumption 3: Process in practice is the medium through which conceptual
assumptions 1 & 2 are actualised in the practice ‘lived environment’ which the social
worker works within, is characterised by:
•

Practice themes, which include:  Professional Identification
 Social work
 Values and Ethics
 Professional Knowledge
 Professional Skills

 Professional Identity
 As a social worker
 As an Australian social worker

7.4.2. Conceptual Assumptions, Practice Themes and
an Extended Framework
International social work undertaken by Australian-trained social workers,
predominantly for Australian practice conditions, is like social work in Australia, as
well as being different from it because it is not undertaken in Australia. The conceptual
assumptions and themes provide a way to possibly consider where sameness and
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difference vis à vis practice in Australia and practice in other international settings may
lie for Australian trained social workers who undertake to practice in international
settings beyond their own national training boundaries. The thinking through of the data
results in relation to the role and place of professional knowledge has a sequential sense
between the conceptual assumptions, which may provide a model to guide future
international practice for social workers.
Conceptual Assumption 1 highlights that Australian trained social workers who work
within an international social work practice setting enter that setting with a pre-existing
body of already known professional knowledge. This knowledge has been learnt
through their training and varying amounts of practice experience and professional
development. Social workers in international social work practice appear to be utilising
this pre-existing professional knowledge as they work within their practice
environment. It is recognised, however, that like practice in Australia, social workers
will vary in both what they already know, in terms of range/depth, and how this
knowledge is utilised in their practice, if at all, to a greater or lesser extent.
How do I use this thinking to understand Conceptual Assumption 2? Conceptual
Assumption 2 identifies that pre-existing knowledge is utilised in a continuous, and
contextual dynamic, as is social work practice in Australia. This is the sameness of all
social work practice. Where there is difference between what social workers do in
relation to the role of knowledge between an Australian and international practice
setting, it is suggested in Conceptual Assumption 2 that there is a heightened nature of
this dynamic when professional knowledge is utilised in an international practice
setting. The more complex and challenging the nature of social work practice in an
international practice setting, it is suggested, perhaps combined with cultural, social,
religious and political differences in context of each country practice setting and the
Western heritage and orientation of the knowledge base of social work itself, drives this
heightened need for social workers practicing in an international arena to have a more
heightened engagement with professional knowledge.
How do I use this thinking to understand Conceptual Assumption 3?
Conceptual Assumption 3 highlights the transfiguration of a response to the need to
utilise, adapt and create new knowledge for practice concurrently which creates (where
there may have been little sense of self as a social worker)or strengthens (where there
may have been an already existing sense of self as a social worker) self as a social
worker. This is an interesting assumption derived from assumptions 1 and 2, whereby it
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is suggested that to undertake social work practice well in an international setting, as
noted before, ‘one has to know thyself and know thyself’ well as a social worker. This
assumption suggests that social work knowledge, its application in practice and its
utilisation to facilitate a professional identity, could be the platform for competent social
work practice within an international setting.
Where does this lead us?
It is important to note that I am not arguing that the understandings of the Conceptual
Assumptions are exclusive to international social work practice, since they also reflect
social work practice in other contexts within Australia. Clearly, it could be argued that
many areas of social work practice in Australia are complex and challenging due to
cultural, social, ethnic, political and religious context factors. What the thesis is
concluding is that the data suggests, at least in relation to social workers in the study,
that social workers see themselves as social workers ‘doing social work’ despite the
difficulties and challenges of the environment. In addition, those social workers in the
study who did not reflect these principles, often struggled to do or see themselves doing
social work and often became disillusioned with social work within another country
context.
What is different about these findings, as related to the general social work literature on
international practice, is the amount of comment from participants relating to both
Conceptual Assumptions 1 and 2 in relation to the importance of professional
knowledge of utilisation, creation and adaption to support participants’ practice and of
Conceptual Assumption 3, in relation to identifying and practicing as a social workers.
Those social workers in the study whose practice actualised the assumptions to greater
or lesser degrees, continued to see themselves as ‘doing social work’ despite the
difficulties and challenges of the environment. For these social workers, actualising the
‘doing social work’ through the use, adaptation and creation of professional knowledge,
enhanced and strengthened their professional identity (Trevithick, 2012 a & b; Rojek et
al., 1988; Bartlett, 1970).

7.4.3. Knowledge, Context and Process Integrated Model
The model developed from the interpretive understanding of the Conceptual
Assumptions I have identified from the ‘voice’ data of the social workers in the study,
seeks to extend Trevithick’s model (2012 a & b). Theoretical and factual knowledge
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concerns knowledge acquisition – or knowing that, whereas practice knowledge focuses
on how (Ryle, 1949), namely, what social workers do in practice (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: A knowledge, context, process integrated framework (by the author)
What might this model be telling us?
What this model may be telling us is how international social work may happen in
relation to professional knowledge. For example, you are more likely to understand and
manage international social work practice better if:
•

you have a strong existing social work knowledge.

•

you can adapt the existing knowledge to the specific context of international
practice.

•

you can acquire new knowledge from the local context and develop new
knowledge which may work within the local context.

What the model may also telling us is how international social work may happen in
relation to professional identification and identity. For example, you are more likely to
understand and manage international social work practice better if:
•

you identify with the profession of social work and you have acquired a good
understanding and knowledge of social work’s knowledge base.
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•

you are open to undertaking adaptation and accommodation (Piaget, 1936) of
social work’s knowledge base, to create new ways of understanding and
responding to practice in an international setting.

What the model may also be telling us is social workers incorporate and identity their
professional self as a social worker, via their professional practice frameworks
(Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2014; Meemeduma, 2013; Mullen, 1986).
The model reflects the importance and significance of how social workers can practice
internationally successfully, effectively and productively. This research may influence
practices in international social work in the future, including such areas as:
•

Orientation: Address adaptation and change. Do social workers have the
requisite knowledge and skills to support adaptation and the ability to create
new knowledge?

•

Recruitment: Better duty of care in what is needed, do social workers have
enough knowledge? Competency skills may need to shift.

•

Supervision: Do social workers have the level of supervision support required
to support their practice? Identifying adaptive practice models to support
supervision. Beneficial for workers.

•

Professional performance: Accountability and transparency are important
components of ethical social work practice.

•

Training: Competency capacity building is an important aspect of social
workers’ practice. Assistance in the development of competency knowledge
and skills is an important consideration. Training also supports professional
identification and identity of workers.

•

Critical Incident Management: Specialised social work knowledge and skills
development assists best practice frameworks undertaken in contexts such as
humanitarian disasters.

•

Debriefings: Opportunities for debriefings, (pre-, in context and post) are
important aspects of best practice.

7.5.

The Future of International Social Work Practice and

Research
The findings of the research, especially in relation to the role of social work knowledge
and identification with, and identity as a social worker, have implications in two
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important areas: international social work practice and research, and international social
work practice research.
International social work practice and research:
Decision-making in relation to undertaking international social work practice •

Do I know social work’s knowledge base?

•

Can I adapt social work’s knowledge base?

•
•

Can I create a social work knowledge base?
Do I identify with social work as a professional approach to intervention
practice?

•

Do I have and identity as a professional social worker?

Preparation for international social work practice •

Do I have the relevant knowledge about the country I will work in?

•

Do I have psycho-social well -being resilience to working in difficult
contexts?

Undertaking practice•

Do I have the critical capacity in order to review, reflect, adapt, learn,
undertake transfer of learning and supervise practice?

International social work practice research:
There are many exciting and interesting research areas, which derive from the research’s
key findings. Outlined are several research areas which are indicated by the research
results. How might the concept of ‘knowledge’ be understood?
•

How might the concept of knowledge be understood in terms of sameness
and difference in relation to national and international practice?

•

How might the concepts of professional identification and identity be
understood in relation to international social work practice, in terms of the
similarity and differences between country/location contexts?

•

How do the concepts of professional knowledge and identification/identity
interact with each other, particularly as they travel across a dynamic practice
process?

•

Research on stages of the international social work practice experience in
terms of. preparation, practice, review/reflection, in relation to the nature of
the social work role and social work practices which occur during these
periods. Do I need more knowledge? Knowledge is not always equal.
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7.6.

Chapter Summary

International social work practice undertaken by Australian-trained social workers is the
invisible sister of local Australian-based social work practice. This invisible sister status
has not meant that Australian social workers have not been present and contributing to
international social work practice, especially in the Asia, Pacific, Middle East and
African regions. Rather, what it has meant, is that the light of social work enquiry has
not been shone on Australian international social work practice, leaving a dearth of data
on what might actually be happening and how it may be conceptually understood and
framed (especially in relation to existing social work understandings and practices). The
current research sought to be a beginning step in shining a light on the roles and
practices of Australian trained social workers who comprised the study respondents. It
is hoped that the findings of the research, as well as recognition of the efforts of the
Australian trained social workers, is the beginning of increased research and practice
interest in international social work.
What needs to be discussed, and what is not covered in this chapter, is safety (personal,
female safety working internationally), as a result of criminal activity, civil unrest,
political instability. In addition, what also needs to be discussed, and what is not
covered in this chapter, is the nature of Australianness of social workers’ practice.
Further research into this issue could be explored.
It is hoped the findings of the research, as well as the recognition of the efforts of the
Australian-trained social workers are the beginning of increased research and practice
interest in international social work. In the final summary of the research, an important
reflection of previous literature is highlighted. If social work is to find its true mission,
as a global profession, strengthening and enhancing a positive impact on poverty and its
related problems, then, according to Healy (2001), there is a “need for the preparation of
the profession. A social work career in the 21st century involves practice or problem
situations with a global perspective” (p. xi). Hamilton (1945) also supports Healy’s
statement highlighting the importance to develop a worldview in social work education:
“An international or worldview should be the natural heritage of social work students …
courses which promote international and interracial understanding are as significant for
social welfare as those that teach standard of living, social security, personality and
family relationships” (p. xi). Kendall (2000) also supports Healy (2001) and Hamilton’s
(1945) view that emphasises that social workers must equip themselves with a
worldwide view with knowledge of globalisation, development, human rights, and
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global dimensions of social problems, if they are going to practice internationally. The
arguments of Healy (2001); Kendall (2000); and Hamilton (1945) support the ambitious
goal of this research, that of contributing knowledge to prepare social workers for
international practice.
Globalisation has played in important part in recent years in shaping international social
work as we know it today. Addams’s (1912) call to embrace ‘global-mindedness’ as
part of her selection of ‘growing world consciousness’, social work has not fully
recognised the extent to which its practice and professional environment is shaped by
interdependence, nor has the profession seized available opportunities for increasing its
impact internationally (Healy, 2008, p. 4).
Midgely’s (2001) critical comments also support Addams’s position, adding that the
profession itself has not responded adequately to the challenges and opportunities of the
new global era. Midgley highlights that international activities in social work continue
to be haphazard and uncoordinated, and that the absence of a systematic attempt to
internationalise the profession has seriously impeded its ability to contribute
meaningfully at the international level. Midgley’s questions the degree of ambiguity
about whether a greater commitment to internationalism is, in fact, a desirable goal for
social work. Midgley’s statement is as relevant today as it was in 2001.
Paucity of literature reflects that international social work still has a long way to go in
terms of being acknowledged and recognised as a distinctive and legitimate field,
embraced by some, denied by others, patchy at best. Healy (2008) highlights that there
is a call for professional action, a call for international responsibility. Healy emphasises
the responsibility of the social work profession as a whole, and as individual social
workers, to act upon global injustice, global world problems and practice challenges.
Even though the profession still has a long way to go, it is hoped this research will
contribute to the exiting body of international social work knowledge in support of
legitimising and validating international social work as being recognised as a
professional field of practice. It is one step towards taking international responsibility.
I leave this research with the following quote- Still
round the corner there may wait A
new road or a secret gate:
And though I oft have passed them by
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A day will come at last when I Shall
take the hidden paths that run West
of the Moon, East of the Sun.
(Tolkien, 1968)
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APPENDIX 1
4 September 2012 17:14, Gary Allen <g.allen@griffith.edu.au> wrote:
Hi Dayle
Further, to the below:
1. The final ethical clearance for this research was issued on 29 March 2012; and
2. The ethical clearance runs through until 1 February 2015 (so you can keep collecting data
up until that point).
Let me know if you need anything further.
Kind regards
Gary
Dr Gary Allen
Senior Manager, Research Ethics & Integrity
Office for Research
Bray Centre, Nathan Campus
Griffith University
ph: 3735 5585 fax: 5552
9058 email:
g.allen@griffith.edu.au
PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL
This email and any files transmitted with it are intended solely for the use of the addressee(s) and may
contain information which is confidential or privileged. If you receive this email and you are not the
addressee(s) [or responsible for delivery of the email to the addressee(s)], please disregard the contents
of the email, delete the email and notify the author immediately
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APPENDIX 2

Australian social work practitioners’ understanding and meaning of their international
practice, in developing countries.
INFORMATION SHEET
Chief Investigator

Student Investigator

SUPERVISOR NAME: Professor Lesley
Chenoweth

STUDENT NAME: Dayle Foreman SCHOOL:
Human Services &Social Work COURSE OF
STUDY: Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)

SCHOOL: Human Services &Social Work
TELEPHONE: +617 33821201 EMAIL:
l.chenoweth@griffith.edu.au

EMAIL: dayle.foreman@griffithuni.edu.au

Why is the research being conducted?
This research is examining Australian social work practitioner’s understanding and meaning of their
international practice in developing countries. The research aims to shed light on the experiences of
ethical practice for these practitioners. This study is being undertaken as Dayle Foreman’s PhD
research at Griffith University. The research is supervised by Professor Lesley Chenoweth,(Principal
Supervisor), Associate Professor, Donna McAuliffe,(Associate Supervisor), School of Human
Services and Social Work, and Doctor Pauline Meemeduma (International Consultant), External
Supervisor.
The basis by which participants will be selected
Participants will be Australian qualified social workers, eligible for AASW membership, presently
working, or previously worked in an international context, during the past two years. They will be
invited to participate through social work networks, professional bodies and international agencies.
What you will be asked to do.
You will be asked to ‘tell your story of your international social work practice’ and in particular identify
any ‘ethical’ issues which may have resulted from your practice. This will be conducted through a
series of interviews for approximately two hours, at a location convenient to you face-to- face or by
phone.
The primary interview will take approximately two hours. This will be transcribed and a
preliminary analysis of ethical themes identified. Once all primary interviews are analysed, a
possible series of secondary interviews may be conducted in exploring and clarifying further
identified ethical issues. The purpose of these interviews is to check the content, to clarify and
explore with you further issues that have emerged. Your participation in this research project is
voluntary and you may withdraw from the research at any time.
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The expected benefits of the research
This research will provide insights into international social workers’ practice and the ethical dilemmas
they encounter in this work. It will raise awareness about Australian social workers’ international
practice and further knowledge about this aspect of social work practice. Findings will have
implications for social work education, ongoing training and professional development and further
research.
Risks to you
Participation in the interview involves minimal risk. Questions are designed to be non-intrusive. If,
however, you find the interview process upsetting, you will be directed to appropriate services.
Your confidentiality
All information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent,
except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. No individual will be
identified in any written material about the project and identifying details of individuals will not be
kept with the audio recordings or transcripts.
The researcher is mindful of the possibilities of participants being recognised via the nature of their
work and /or the small, professional community in which they work. All data and reports of findings
will be de-identified to avoid any risk of participants being identified by their peers or others. This will
include avoidance of names, gender, organisations, countries or contexts of practice in which people
are working.
Once the research is completed any audiotapes and all personal details will be destroyed. Until their
destruction, the audio recordings and personal details will only be available to the research team.
Your participation is voluntary
Participation is voluntary and participants are free to withdraw from the interview at any stage, and
are not required to answer a question unless they wish to do so. You may withdraw from the
interview at any stage without any requirement for explanation.
Questions / further information
Should you have any further questions or need further information regarding the research project
and/or your participation, please contact Dayle Foreman (See contact details above).
The ethical conduct of this research
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct
in Human Research. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical
conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or
research- ethics@griffith.edu.au.
Privacy Statement
The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your
consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A deidentified copy of these data may be used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity
will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at
http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
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APPENDIX 3
Australian social work practitioners’ understanding and meaning of their
international practice, in developing countries.
Research Team

Name: Professor Lesley Chenoweth,
(Principal Supervisor),
School / Centre: Griffith university -School of Human Services and
Social Work
Contact Phone: +617 33821201(School Secretary)
Contact Email: l.chenoweth@griffith.edu.au
Name: Dayle Foreman
(PhD Candidate)
School/Centre: School of Human Services and Social Work
Contact Email: dayle.foreman@griffithuni.edu.au CONSENT
FORM

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information
package and have had any questions answered to my satisfaction. In particular
I understand the risks involved and am aware that:
My involvement in this research will include participation in a series of interviews;
There will be limited direct benefit to me from my participation in this
research except for the opportunity to share attitudes, views and beliefs
related to international social work practice;
My participation in this research is voluntary;
If I have any additional questions I can contact
the research team I am free to withdraw at any
time, without comment or penalty;
I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human
Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or researchethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of
the project; and
I agree to participate in the project, (face to face or phone), and this will involve
being interviewed by Ms Dayle Foreman: Participant's name
Signature
Date
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APPENDIX 4
Dear colleague,
Are you currently working as an International social work practitioner in developing countries? Have you
worked as an International social work practitioner during the past two years in developing countries? Are
you eligible for membership to the Australian Association of Social Work,(AASW)?If so, I am interested in
talking to you.
I am researching Australian social work practitioners’ understanding and meaning of their international
practice in developing countries. As part of my research I am interested in interviewing Australian social
workers, currently working as International social work practitioners,( paid/unpaid), or have you worked
as an International social work practitioner,(paid/unpaid), during the past two years, in developing
countries, and who are currently eligible for membership to the Australian Association of Social
Work(AASW). I am particularly interested to understand how Australian social work practitioners’ make
meaning of their international experiences, specifically- What are the practice experiences of Australian social workers, working internationally?
-What ethical guidelines form the foundation of Australian social workers who practice in an international
context.
The aim of the research is to examine how Australian social workers understand and can ‘better
understand’ the nature of their international practice. As more social workers embark on working in social
development,(South), there is an increasing need to understand the nature of that practice for western
trained social workers (North), as they become immersed in totally different contexts. Questions of
accountability, ethical practice, and the dilemmas of working cross culturally, arise. This research aims to
build upon our current knowledge about Australian social work practitioners working in these
international contexts.
I am hoping that you may be interested in participating in this research by making yourself available to be
interviewed.
I would also appreciate it if you could forward my email to other social work practitioners, who are
currently working, or have worked in an international context during the past two years and who are also
eligible for AASW membership.
Details about what is involved for participants are in the attached Information Sheet, which has my
contact details. There is also a consent form that prospective participants would need to complete.
If you are interested to participate or would just like to find out more information, please contact me via
email: dayle.foreman@griffithuni.edu.au

Thank you very much,
Kind regards,
Dayle

217

APPENDIX 5
Participant research questions
1.Social-demographic participant questions (seventeen participants)
1. Years in practice
2. Current Residency location
3. Gender
4. Age
5. Qualifications( where did you get your qual/when did you get them/ year qualified?)
6. Associations/Affiliations/memberships 7. Academic/Practitioner,/ both?
8. Field Practice Specialisation?
9. Employment o/s practice status/history( time line)/ and last five yrs. -how did you get
paid /Volunteer?( could you tell me all the places you have worked? Where did you go
from there? And your experience during the
last five years- drill down)
10. Knowledge of overseas work( where did you find out about overseas work?)
11. What country/s did/do you work in?
12. Title of position/s
13. Duration of appointment/s
14. Job Description
15. Contract Status-Individual, group, organisation combined?
16. Labour Position-continuous, disjointed, in country/out of country
17. What preparation did you have for working in the country?
18.Do you have an ABN?

2. Primary Interview Questions- Field Practice experiences (seventeen participants)
a. What brought you into the field of international social work practice?
b. When you are/were practicing within an international context, can you discuss/describe
what you are/were thinking prior to you entering into the practice context?
c. I would really like to hear about your practice. Could you choose three ( or one)
examples that reflect your work overseas? Can you explain why you chose these three
(or one) examples?
d. In listening to your examples, I am interested to hear more about ………..
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e. Could you explain your thinking in more detail here please?

3. Secondary questions- (Six participants)
/

a.
b.
c.
d.

I would like to hear more about.............
Could you explain further what you meant by...................
When you mentioned, what did you mean by this statement..................
You mentioned previously in your example about..............

e. Why choose these case examples?
f. Why examples so ‘troubling’ to you?
g. What guides you in your resolution of these issues?
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TABLES
Table 1: Participants’ Defined Roles
Classification

Defined role - Social
worker

Descriptor

Defined
role and
Descriptor

Social worker

Professor

1

Academic
Eric
Peter

Architect/Advocate/Prime
Driver/Community Development
Worker

Catherine

Social work academic
researcher

Messenger/Educator/
Publisher/Social commentator

1

Judith

Social work Group leader

Kathryn

International social
worker/researcher/Christian
social worker

Advocate/Translator

1

Elizabeth

Social work
practitioner/Educator

Preacher/Academic

1

Aimee

Social work content expert

Messenger

1

Susan

Social work
manager/Practitioner

Christine

Mental health social worker

Leaner/Advocate/Child Protection
Consultant/Humanist

1

Social work volunteer

Community Development Advisor

1

Paid Workers

Volunteers
Dorothy
Kora

Westerner/Volunteer/Technical
advisor/Australian

Sue

Feminist/Australian/General
practitioner

Colleen
Wendy

Social work
practitioner/Teacher

Westerner/Outsider

1

Feminist/People’s person/Westerner
Expert negotiator
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Sally

Not a mainstream person/Coordinator

Jamiee

Coordinator/Counsellor/Technical
Advisor/Volunteer

Penny

Australian/Post-colonist
feminist/Volunteer

Table 2: Participants’ Role Process – Stage 1 and Stage 2

Note. Meemeduma (personal communication, June 17, 2016) outlines the various role development
stages participants undertake in developing their practice role
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Table 3: Participant’s pseudonym name and demographic details
Pseudonym
name

Age

Years of
overseas social
work experience

Elizabeth

59

14 years+

Child protection

WA

Sandra

40+

10 years+

Woman/gender biased

QLD

Eric

60+

10 years+

Mental health and ethics

NSW

Peter

60+

30 years+

Community / social development

QLD

Dorothy

50+

10 years+

Humanitarian human rights

ACT

Catherine

50+

17 years+

Gender, human
change, rural

Colleen

50+

9 years+

Humanitarian education

Thailan
d
/
Burma

Judith

40+

8 years

Child and family welfare

QLD

Susan

60+

10 years

Emergency services / child and QLD
family welfare

Kora

30+

4 years

Humanitarian

QLD

Kathryn

40+

12 years

Mental health child and family

NSW

Sue

20+

1 year

Women’s rights/Gender

ACT

Christine

40+

10 years+

Humanitarian, disability

VIC

Wendy

30+

5 years

Mental health

NT

Sally

30+

4 months

Indigenous/Gender

QLD

Jamiee

20+

Less
mth

Child and family welfare

QLD

Penny

20+

1 year

Vulnerable peoples

NSW

than

12

Field of social work practice

rights,

State or
Territor
y
location

climate VIC
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FIGURES
Figure 1: A knowledge, context, process integrated framework, (researcher’s designed model)

223

Figure 2: Trevithick’s Knowledge, Skills and Values Framework (2012a)
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