
Despite being one of the world’s fastest growing economies, India
contains around a third of the world’s poor. And although it is the
world’s biggest democracy, the caste system still defines the lives
of many citizens. Paula McFadden travelled with a group of
academics and students from Belfast’s Queen’s University to Pune
in Western India to find out more about this unique country and
gain insight into social services in a radically different context. 

visitor to India cannot help but
be overwhelmed by the sights,
sounds and smells of a country
that contains more than a sixth
of the world’s population.

Our visit to Pune, a city known for its high
educational standards and relative prosperity,
was to attend an international conference on
Social Work Education in the Contemporary
World. Despite Pune’s relative wealth, however,
a social worker from the West might still be
shocked to experience a level of poverty and
social imbalance quite unfamiliar to what they
know. One incident prompting reflection from
our group took place upon leaving a restaurant. 

We were confronted by a girl of about five-
years-old who pointed to her mouth with her
fingers to indicate that she was hungry. In
India, to see a child begging on the streets is an
everyday sight but nonetheless we wanted to
help so we handed her 100 rupees (about £1).
She refused the money and instead asked if we
would follow her to a shop. Inside the shop, she
pointed to a large packet of cereal and a packet
of dry milk. These items were bought for her at
a cost of 600 rupees and she took them, quite
large for her stature, and carried them away.

Intricate 
On reflection, one might assume this little girl
had taken on a caring role for her family. But
you could also ask whether the shop owner was
a relative of the child. Did she return the goods
to the shop, which means she earned her family
600 rupees? Regardless, who could refuse a
hungry child after walking out of a restaurant

having had a satisfying meal? Was the
positioning of the child deliberate? This could
be an intricate part of survival for this little
girl’s family.   

Looking at the situation in this way it’s clear
that we cannot judge the child’s behaviour.
Instead, we use this example to begin to
understand the contextual and cultural
differences that exist between what is familiar,
acceptable and normal in one country over
another. 

While in Pune, our group visited agencies

and care providers to older people and
children. One establishment we went to
provided private sector sheltered
accommodation for those who were able to
pay for their care.

The individuals in this facility appeared
very happy and we observed good
relationships between residents and the
manager. The warmth of these people was
very touching. Their desire to make us at
home and feed us and provide lots of “chai”
(sweet tea) was welcomed and many of them
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context, is rooted in community development
and social action, with non government
organisations (NGOs) growing in response to
issues faced by the most disadvantaged in the
population. Human rights and social justice
pervade the ethos of social work across the
globe, but perceptions of rights and justice can
vary across cultural contexts. 

The cultural and political fabric of India is
complex and diverse. We observed many
aspects of this complexity, as well as the
architectural footprint of colonial India. We
witnessed poverty in the begging eyes of street
children and older and disabled people who beg
tirelessly on the streets or try desperately to sell

their goods for cash to pay for the basics. 
The sounds and the smells of poverty are all

part of the norms of this society. Integrated
into the poverty, however, is a real sense of
community and industry. Hard work is evident
almost everywhere one looks and this includes
begging, as those who make a living in this
manner on the streets use dynamic and
complex strategies to maximise their income.

Our visit to India opened our eyes to a world
in which ‘social care’ takes place in a very
different context and is delivered in ways that
we might not even recognise. 

It was an experience none of us will
ever forget. 

19social work in india  
March 2013 • Professional Social Work

invited us to view the inside of their rooms,
which they showed us with great pride. 

These people had previously held
professional roles in society. One had been a
banker, another an architect and there was a
physiotherapist and a prison governor. The
interior of their accommodation was basic and
small, but met their needs. Our UK equivalent
would be sheltered housing and, typically, we
would expect a higher standard of provision.
Among our group, we discussed and challenged
our varying perceptions and had a lively debate
about our values and how one should be careful
about making comparisons across cultural
contexts that are alien to each other.

We also visited a Christian orphanage for
girls aged between four and 18 years of age
accommodating 200 children. The staff ratio
was troubling as there were only four full-time
live-in employees to care for all these children.
One of the greatest concerns was how such a
small number of staff could cope with looking
after this volume of children, prompting us to
wonder how the children’s quality of care was
affected by stressed out staff. My PhD study
results found a clear correlation between
emotional exhaustion and de-personalisation –
a loss of empathy. If empathy is not part of care
of children, the consequences are concerning. 

Development 
The manager was a social worker and described
the care that the children received. Their day
begins at 5.30am, after which they have a
sequence of prayer, washing, breakfast, school,
lunch, school and more prayer. Much as there
are some obvious questions – not least about
other aspects of the children’s development,
such as play, social and emotional well-being,
love and nurture and how boundaries and rules
were implemented – the positive was that these
children had a structure that included shelter, a
bed to sleep in, regular meals and an education.
The street children we saw did not have such a
structure and education was limited, if not
absent, for many of them.

From our brief visit, it is only possible to give
a glimpse of social work in India and it cannot
be emphasised enough that one would have
had to live there and study social work in the
Indian context to fully grasp and understand
the nuances, the systems, the issues and the
potential for intervention to make a difference
to the lives of those most in need. 

But if we take the International Federation of
Social Workers’ definition of social work as our
cornerstone, we can begin to break down
threads of similarity to social work as we know
it within Western society. According to the
international definition, social work is a
profession that “promotes social change,
problem solving in human relationships and
the empowerment and liberation of people to
enhance well-being”. Social change, in an Indian
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As with much of India, Pune is an
assault on a Westerner’s senses. The

heat, the masses of people and the
difficult living conditions are things you
expect but can’t fully prepare for. But part
of the privilege of this project for us, as
returning visitors to India, was the chance
to move beyond first impressions and to
see how frontline social workers go about
addressing some of the issues facing their
society, as well as interacting with the next
generation of social workers.
As well as taking classes alongside the

students at the Karve Institute of Social
Services, we went on several field placement days with local non government organisations
(NGOs). In Northern Ireland, we are accustomed to the central role of statutory bodies in social
service provision. A striking aspect of the Indian context is the extent of the reliance on NGOs to
deliver frontline services and offer support.
An example of this was Sathi, an organisation working with young people in Pune living

rough on the street. It offers them a secure shelter they can come to if they need a safe
environment, or simply some warmth and food. Another example was the Saheli organisation,
which provides various forms of help to women working in the brothels of downtown Pune.
One of the most interesting aspects of the exchange was watching our fellow students in their

learning environments. Students returning from placements present their learning in a variety of
formats: some recited poems, sang, danced or acted out scenes; others made models or pieces
of artwork reflecting on their experiences. This would be a radical custom to introduce to
students studying at Queen’s!
We were also struck by the personal stories many of the students had, and of how many of

them had been persuaded to become social workers by seeing social problems in their own
areas. Many expressed ambitions to return to where they grew up to work within their
communities.
Another important part of our experience was the time the group spent together reflecting

on our experiences in India. We spoke openly with our two mentors about our reactions to life
in Pune and also explored how our own background shapes how we take in new experiences.
The visit was not without its challenges. When you’re faced with new and different educational

customs and institutional practices, it can be difficult to reserve judgement and not assume our
systems are superior. For example, visiting a home for elderly former servants (funded by the
wealthy families for whom they worked), it was hard to watch older women eating at individual
tables, arranged like school desks. It’s also emotionally difficult to be confronted with the
problems of another culture, particularly when young children are involved.

SOCIAL WORK IN INDIA: THE STUDENT VIEW

Third year social work students at Belfast’s Queen’s University, Naomi
Ferguson, Lauren Dougherty and Claire Donnelly, who were returning to
India for a second visit, share their experience

Students Shey O’Hara (left), Kerry-Anne Thompson (back)
and Claire Fitzsimons (right) with Dr Janet Anand,
Social Work Lecturer at Queens University Belfast
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