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Synopsis

The central issue of this dissertation is the professionalization process of social work in the
Chinese mainland during the period 1978-2006. The study endeavours to explore and analyze the
salient features of this development in different stages in terms of the interaction between the

“State”, the “society”, and the “academic community”.
’

Using the “historical sociology” approach as research methodology, this study discloses the
dynamics that have enhanced the growth of the social work profession through the interaction
among the “State”, the “society” and the “academic community”. The analytic framework of this
study is constructed by the dynamic interplay between two sets of concept systems: “the historical
development of the social work profession in stages” and “the tension and interaction among
different agents (the State, the society and the academic community) during the process”. The first
set of concept system refers to the historical development of the social work profession and the
evolvement of concepts, standards and practice during the development process; while the second
set of concept system refers to the descriptions of these agents and the multi-faceted roles that they

have played in the dynamic interaction process.

Adopting the “historical sociology” approach and using the method of “process-event”
analysis, the study endeavours to describe how social work in the Chinese mainland had gradually
evolved into a profession. Using some critical historical events as my foci for study, I have divided
the developmental process into three stages: 1978-1988, 1989-1998, and 1999-2006. These
critical historical events include: 1) the Madian Meeting, which marked the beginning of the
involvement of the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) in the professionalization process of social
work; 2) the establishment of the China Association of Social Workers (CASW) and its
unprofessional approach in its operations; 3) the development of social work education in the
Chinese mainland as a relatively isolated system through active promotion by the international
social work community; 4) the phenomenal growth of social work education in the country and the
subsequent self-reflection and self-disciplinary actions taken; and 5) the successful development
of social work professional practices in local regions and the joint effort of the State and the
academic community in facilitating the pronouncement of the national policy on “assessment of
professional standards” in the country.

In my thesis, I have used the “process-event” approach to collect data around the above five
critical events. The data collected include: historical literature, government documents, conference
and seminar proceedings, papers written by key stakeholders, research reports and memoirs, and
oral history testimonies of 34 significant persons who have participated in the historical
development process. Through critical analysis and triangulation of different sources of data, I

have tried to identify the trajectory of the development of social work in the Chinese mainland and



have categorized them into different stages of development in a way that can reflect the actual

historical process as far as possible.

Through the above mentioned historical review, I have discovered that the professionalization
of social work in the Chinese mainland during the period 1978 to 2006 was the result of the
dynamic interaction between a “strong State” and the “habitual submission” of the “academic
community” and “society”. I have also found that this process was characterized by
“disconnectedness” and that the social work profession in the Chinese mainland was still situated
at a “pre-professional” stage of development. The “disconnectedness” was reflected in the
following aspects: 1) Disconnectedness between the development of social work education and
developments in social work theories, social welfare policies and social work development; 2)
Disconnectedness between the development of professional associations, the professional
operation of these bodies, and professional practices in the field; 3) Disconnectedness between the
professionalization process and the public recognition and status of the profession; and 4)
Disconnectedness between the development environment of the profession and the demand for

professional services and availability of career development systems and opportunities.

The study also discovers that the development of the social work profession in the Chinese
mainland was closely correlated with the Government’s intention to use social work as a means to
enhance the “soft power” in the country and to employ intrusive interventions to “embed” social
work into the State’s existing systems. The State has played a strong leadership role in directing
the development process of social work in the Chinese mainland, and the academia and social
work sectors had played a submissive role in the process. The “Chinese style” of the development
process of the social work profession was obviously unparalleled and drastically different from

that of its international counterparts.

However, it must be mentioned that immediately after the period of my research study (1978
to 2006), the Chinese Government has strengthened its determination to construct a harmonious
society in the country and has given much greater allowance and space for the profession to
develop. This has enabled the “academic community” and the “society” to take up a more active
role in the development of national policies, education systems and professional practices. In view
of such developments, I have confidence to assert that the professionalization process of social

work is moving from a state of “disconnectedness” towards a greater degree of “connectedness”.
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