
D
uring a visit to Shanghai, I

met a renowned social

work scholar who used

the term ‘China-style

social work’ to describe

social work practice in

China. It was not the first time I had heard

scholars from the mainland use this term.

It is mostly heard when comparing social

work practice in Hong Kong with that on the

mainland. Some might simply see it as a kind

of ‘localisation’ of social work practice. But in

actual fact the term denotes an unsettling

distinction between practice in the two

areas – and even the international social work

profession. 

Under the ‘One Country Two Systems’

principle enshrined in the Basic Law

constitution that governs Hong Kong, the

legal system is distinct from mainland China.

Hong Kong has the Bill of Rights Ordinance

that protects the rights of citizens. Basic Law

stipulated international treaties ratified before

the handover would remain in effect, including

the International Covenant on Civil and

Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural

Rights (ICESCR).

Social work in Hong Kong has gone

through a process of localisation since it was

introduced from Britain in the 1930s. The

Hong Kong Social Workers Association was

founded in 1947. Localisation has included

converting social work concepts into local

language and organising the community and

those in need according to culture and

religion.  

This is fine. To be an effective change

agent, making practices locally relevant is

essential. But it should only happen at the

skills and practical level – fundamental

principles should remain unchanged.

In Hong Kong, human rights is not an alien

concept and social work professionals

practice a rights-based approach to a high

degree. They have not deviated from this

since the handover.

But the emphasis on human rights in social

work practice in Hong Kong triggers a nerve

on the mainland. China did not ratify ICCPR

and human rights violations are often

recorded. Moreover, while economic, social

and cultural rights have been central to

welfare development internationally, the word

‘rights’ does not appear in any part of China’s

welfare policy agenda.

And so, in order to dilute the importance of

human rights and differentiate China from

Hong Kong – and the rest of the world – the

term ‘China-style social work’ was created

under the concept localisation.

But where localisation deviates from

fundamental human rights values, can we still

call it social work? 

The international definition of social work

by the International Federation of Social

Workers (IFSW) states: “Principles of social

justice, human rights, collective responsibility

and respect for diversities are central to social

work.” The Global Standards for the

Education and Training of the Social Work

Profession says one of the core purposes of

social work is to “address and challenge

barriers, inequalities and injustices that exist

in society” and “engage in social and political

action to impact social policy and economic

development, and to effect change by

critiquing and eliminating inequalities”.

Social workers should therefore be in the

position to challenge the authorities and

protect the rights of the disadvantaged.

Helping them to claim rights is the most

important concept in empowerment. Though

social workers work mainly in the areas of

social welfare and social services, social

development is closely linked to civil and

political rights. 

Civil and political rights protect service

users’ individuality. Social work respects

individuals and their right to self-

determination. According to the IFSW, social

work should “respect and promote people’s

right to make their own choices and

decisions, irrespective of their values and life

choices, provided this does not threaten the
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rights and legitimate interests of others”.

This is reinforced in Article 1 of the ICCPR,

which says: “All peoples have the right of self-

determination. By virtue of that right they

freely determine their political status and

freely pursue their economic, social and

cultural development.”

The idea of self-determination goes beyond

personal life choice to the social environment

that influences an individual’s life. This means

resisting and confronting policies that

negatively impact upon them. To do this,

citizens need to know and recognise their

position in society and what form of changes

they can bring about. It’s through their civil

and political status that they can exert their

rights and power to advocate for policy and

political change. This involves making rational

decisions and gaining control for one’s

wellbeing. In this sense, one of the major roles

of social work is to make service users

recognise their civil and political rights, and

empower them to exercise these.

But when civil and political rights under the

human rights framework are ignored, as is the

case in mainland China, social work is at

stake.

Another principle around respecting

individuals is about upholding their right to

privacy and confidentiality. This is expressed

in Article 17 of ICCPR and by the IFSW, which

says: “Social workers should maintain

confidentiality regarding information about

people who use their services. Exceptions to

this may only be justified on the basis of a

greater ethical requirement (such as the

preservation of life).”

Civil and political rights cut across aspects

of social work values and practices. They

range from micro-level intervention around

personal protection of confidentiality and

freedom of choice and determination, to

macro-level intervention on rights recognition

and empowering the exercise of rights. 

The redefinition of social work in China

neglects fundamental principles of social

work with regards to a civil and political rights

framework. It has made the actualisation of

civil and political rights under international

definition more challenging. By over-

emphasising society as a unit over the

individual, it has put respect of individuality

and self-determination at risk. 

After the handover of sovereignty in 1997,

the human rights situation in Hong Kong has

worsened. Recent human rights violations

following interference from the Chinese

Government have raised alarm bells about the

future. According to Amnesty International,

freedom of the press is eroding, with

journalists being dismissed and even

physically attacked. Excessive use of force by

the police has threatened the rights of

protesters to freedom of expression and

peaceful assembly.

A recent seminar in Hong Kong attended by

local and mainland Chinese social workers

discussed the ‘mainlandization’ of Hong Kong

social work. During the seminar, mainland

Chinese social workers were confronted on

their political positions, particularly towards

democracy and the democratic Umbrella

Movement.

One mainland Chinese social worker

mentioned that social work education in

China emphasised the importance of two

concepts – “harmonisation” and “stability” of

society. The concept of individuality did not

register. 

I have no doubt most mainland Chinese

social workers are passionate about their

work and care about service users. Yet

upholding civil and political rights and the use

of activism would be a great challenge for

them because challenging authority clashes

with the idea of building a harmonious and

stable society. 

And when the wellbeing of society comes

first rather than personal wellbeing, core

social work values of self-determination and

empowerment are challenged. 

Which again raises the question: Can we

still call it social work?
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