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Major theories and the context of social work in developing countries 

 

I. Introduction to course & students’ interests 

II. Why study social work in developing countries? 

III. What is “international social work”?  

A. Definitions 

1. From the U.S.: “Social work is the applied science of helping people achieve an 
effective level of psycho-social functioning and effecting societal changes to 
enhance the well-being of all people”  (from The Social Work Dictionary,  4th ed. 
1999) 

2. From the International Federation of Social Workers and the International 
Association of Schools of Social Work: “The social work profession promotes 
social change, problem solving in human relationships and the empowerment and 
liberation of people to enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human behaviour 
and social systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with 
their environments. Principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental 
to social work.” See http://www.ifsw.org/f38000032.html 

B. ‘Social work’ as a constructed reality, determined by cultural worldview and political 
context 

C. Roots of social work in western (developed) nations and relevance for developing 
nations 

D. International professionalization vs. indigenous professionalization 

IV. What do we mean by “developing countries”? 

A. The World Bank’s economic indicators definition -- See 
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications 

1. Low and Low-Middle income economies (Gross National Income or Gross 
National Product) are considered “developing” 

2. But income doesn’t describe the status of development (i.e. there are many other 
indicators that can comparatively describe life in countries, which may or may not 
correspond with income level) 

http://www.ifsw.org/f38000032.html
http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications
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B. The contextual issues for developing countries 

1. Poverty & differential effects of globalization on poverty 
2. Conflict, violence, and war 
3. Rapid changes in economies, urbanization 
4. Effects of globalization and economic changes on traditional social structures 
5. Health issues—HIV/AIDS & other transmittable diseases; reproductive health 
6. Status of, and attitudes toward,  and victimization of, women and children 
7. Impact of natural disasters, environmental effects 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

V. The dimensions of international social work in developing countries and an integrated 
model 

A. Global dimension—the interaction of world forces and trends with the local 
environment 

B. Human rights dimension—an evolving set of principles with growing international 
consensus that define basic rights of people and responsibilities of society 

C. Ecological dimension—the inter-relationship of individual, family, group, community 
social organizations, national government, and the natural world 

D. Social development dimension—the development (improvement) of society at 
multiple levels  

E. An integrated model—a response to a particular social problem requires consideration 
of all four dimensions 

VI. Instructions for assignments 

Small group & class discussion 
 

Pick a developing country in the small group. Assume that social work is only 
provided informally—there is no formal profession of social work. As an 
American social worker, you are asked to provide advice to a government 
minister who is interested in developing a formal profession of social work in 
the country. Answer the following question (related to your own field of 
practice interests):  

 
“How should we address the needs of vulnerable populations in our country in the 

area of ___________(your field of practice)?” 
1. What information do you need in order to answer this question? 
2. To whom should you talk to get more information? 
3. What specifically would you recommend in terms of  

a. Practice? 
b. Policy? 
c. Social work education? 
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