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Historical development and
characteristics of social work in
today’s China

Social work, which was introduced in China in 1922,
has had less than 100 years’ history. During this time
its development was interrupted for a period of some
36 years. It was first in 1988 that the development of
professional social work in China was resumed. To
fully understand the historical development and main
characteristics of social work in China, we must look
not only at the situation today, but also at social work
in a historical perspective – its initial introduction,
subsequent abolishment and later reinstatement. As
Chinese social work’s main characteristics are largely
embodied in its historical development, a reasonable
narrative approach would be to discuss its repre-
sentative features during the various stages of its
history. Such an approach is not only convenient and
feasible, but also avoids the mistake of artificiality and
empty rhetoric that arises when the main features of
social work are regarded separate from its historical
development. This article discuss mainly three integra-
tive issues: 1) social work’s introduction in China
(1922–1952), 2) the 36-year period during which
social work education was abolished (1952–1988), and
3) social work’s reinstatement in today’s China.

Social work's introduction in China (1922±1952)

The 30 years between 1922, when a department of
sociology was first established at Yenching
University, and 1952, when the study of sociology
and social work was abolished, can be regarded as the
introductory stage of social work in China. Social
work is a discipline with many dimensions. For the
purposes of this article, the authors have divided social
work into two dimensions: practical-educational and
voluntary-official. Using the former as the x-axis and
the latter as the y-axis gives us a frame of reference
wherein four types of social work emerge: official-
educational social work, official-practical social work,
voluntary-educational social work and voluntary-
practical social work. Figure 1 illustrates this
relationship.

It shows the logical or mature condition of Chinese
social work, but greater transparency is achieved if
various parts are presented and analysed in the order of
their historical development. So the following
narrative is according to the historical development
order of Chinese social work, not the logical order.
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Socialwork educationhasexperiencedthreestagessince its
introductionto Chinain the1920s: introduction,abolishment
andreinstatement.Theoretically,therearefour typesof social
work in China: off icial-educational, off icial-practical,
voluntary-educationaland voluntary-practical. In practice,
all four types of social work have not necessarilybeen
embodiedin eachdevelopmentalstage,andtheorderof their
historical developmentis not the same as the order of their
logicaldevelopment;i.e.sometypesarelackingin someof the
stages.Eachtype of social work hasits own characteristics,
which are integrated into each developmentstage.Today,
Chinesesocial work facestwo major interrelatedtasks: the
professionalisationandtheinstitutionalisationof socialwork.
The former refers to the developmentof standardisationin
Chinesesocialwork; thelatterhasto dowith thedevelopment
of the social welfare insti tution in general and the
developmentof institutionalwelfarein particular.In general,
the dramatic development in Chinesesocial work largely
dependson the accomplishmentof the two tasks.

Xueluan Xia, Jing Guo
Department of Sociology, Peking University

Key words: educational social work, practical social work,
official social work, voluntary social work, professionalisation
of social work in China, institutionalisation of social work in
China

Xueluan Xia, Department of Sociology, PekingUniversity, China
E-mail: xl@pku.edu.cn

Accepted for publication January 15, 2002



Voluntary-educational social work

What we have designatedas voluntary-educational
social work refersto social work educationas it was
developedby privateinstitutions.Westernsocialwork
wantedto enterChina and this wasmost easily done
by working through the private schools that had a
Western cul tural background. Thus Yenching
University, which had an America cultural tradition,
becamethe natural point of entry for social work.
Consequently,J.S.Burgessand D.W. Edward,mem-
bersof thePrincetonUniversityAlumni Associationin
China, instituteda sociologydepartmentin Yenching
Universityin 1922.Thiseventmarkedtheintroduction
of socialwork into Chinabecause,besidessociology,
the departmentalso encompassedthe discipline of
socialwork. This dual-focusreflectedthe purposefor
which Burgessand Edwardestablishedthe sociology
department at Yenching University. According to
ProfessorsLei Jie-qiong and Shui Shi-zheng, the
purposewas to train a professionalcorps of social
serviceprofessionalsto work in charity organisations
and various social welfare agenciesthat had been
establishedin Chinaby theUSA (Actuality Challenge
Prospect, 1988). It was hardly incidental that the
sociologydepartmentat Yenchingofferedsocialwork
education from the very start. At that time the
departmentwas staffed by six Americans teachers,
with Burgessserving as the department’schairman.
Thedepartmentchangedits nameto theDepartmentof
SociologyandSocialServiceAdministrationin 1925,
with ProfessorXu Shi-lian as chairman.In 1927 the
new departmentestablisheda summer school and
eighteducationalprogrammes:anundergraduateanda
graduatesociologyprogramme,an undergraduateand
a graduatesocial service programme,a specialised
social serviceprogramme,a graduatereligious social
service programme,a religious social service pro-
grammefor intensivestudy, sponsoredpartly by the

religion college, and, lastly, a social servicecorres-
pondenceprogramme.This brief presentationshows
quite clearly the main orientationof the social work
educationprogrammeat YenchingUniversity.

The main contribution of the Department of
Sociology and Social Administration at Yenching
University was to promote the professionalismof
social work education in China. This becomes
apparentif we take into accounttwo events.

Thefirst wasthestartin 1927of thepublicationThe
SociologicalWorld. Tenvolumesin all werepublished
beforetheoutbreakof war with Japanin 1936.Besides
publishingsociologicalpapersandinvestigativereports
in social work, eachvolumeof TheSociologicalWorld
also publisheda specialannualreport on the progress
being madein the developmentof social work at the
Departmentof Sociologyand Social ServiceAdmini-
strationat YenchingUniversity,aswell asinformation
on thedevelopmentof socialwork at otheruniversities.
Among the more wel l -known of the publ ished
contributionswere ‘A Studyof 1200PoorFamiliesin
Peiping’by DavidNew(TheSociologicalWorld, Vol. 7,
1933), ‘A Study of the Soup-Kitchensin Peiping’ by
ChangChin-kai (TheSociologicalWorld, Vol. 7, 1933)
and ‘The Ch’ing Ho Village-Town Community’ by Ti
Huang(TheSociologicalWorld Vol. 10, 1936).

The secondeventof notewasthe establishmentof
the Ch’ing Ho Fieldwork Base sponsoredby the
Kellogg Foundation. This base provided a much-
neededarenafor teachersand studentsto apply their
values,knowledgeandskills in daily practice;thebase
alsoproducedmanyinvestigativereportsandpapersof
high academicmerit. All thesepapersand investi-
gations,aswell asthe fieldwork baseitself, playedan
important role in promoting the professionalismof
socialwork in China.

Severalotherprivatecollegesandschoolsrunby the
ChristianChurch– for example,Kinling Universityat
Nanjing, Kinling WomenCollegeof Humanitiesand
Natural Scienceand the EducationalAdministration
College at Su Zhou – also offered either whole
educationalprogrammesor at least somecoursesin
socialwork, or hadestablisheda departmentof social
work or social administration (Fang Yuan, 1988).
AlthoughHu JiangUniversityat Shanghaiestablished
a sociologydepartmentin 1915,1 it offeredno courses
in socialwork until 1933.Moreover,Fudan,Daxia,St
JohnandGuanghua,amongothers,alsoinstitutedtheir
own sociology departments, and several of these
institutionsofferedcoursesin socialwork aswell.

official

2 1

practical educational

4 3

voluntary

Figure 1. Analytical diagram showing the direction of
developmentof Chinesesocialwork.

1: official-educationalsocial work; 2: official-practical social
work; 3: voluntary-educational social work; 4: voluntary-
practicalsocialwork

"!

1 According to Li Tian-yu (Professor of Eastern China
Normal University at Shanghai),the sociologydepartment
at Hu JiangUniversitywassetup in 1915,but accordingto
Fu Su-dong(researcherat the Beijing Institute of Social
Sciences),it wassetup two yearsearlier, in 1913.
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Voluntary-practical social work

Although much voluntary-practical social work was
carried out by private institutions and other philan-
thropic agencies, Yenching University also made an
ambitiouscontribution. With financial assistance from
the Kellogg Foundation,the universityestablishedthe
Village ServicesandFieldwork BaseatCh’ing Ho town
in 1928. Even though the base’smain purposewas
teaching,it alsoengaged in a fair amountof voluntary
socialwork for faculty andfor thestudentsduringtheir
fieldwork training. The base also published many
reportsand paperson social work practice and on its
ideasfor helpingpeoplein need.YenchingUniversity’s
Ch’ing Ho FieldworkBasewasnot only anagencyfor
socialwork education,but alsoa baseof operationsfor
social work in practice. Yenching University also
formedpartnershipswith anumberof other institutions,
such as the Social Service Department of Xiehe
Hospital,theChristianYouth Association, theChinese
and Overseas Relief Society, Beijing Prison, the
PsychosesHospital, the Central Epidemic Prevention
Division, the China Club of Ping Religion, the Social
Investigation Department of Chinese Cul ture
FoundationCouncil, the Health Experiment Institute
in Beijing inner-city left seconddistrict, the Beijing
Local Service FederationandTsinghuaSchool.

Fieldwork units for child welfare included the
Infant Care society, the Houseof Nurture and day-
care,theHouseof Xiang MountainLoving Infant and
the Beij ing House for the Nurture of Infants.
Fieldwork was a very important part of voluntary-
practicalsocialwork. The socialwork valuesheld by
teachersand students were realised through their
efforts in voluntary-practical socialwork.

Voluntary-practical social work was mainly a
philanthropic undertaking,whereaswelfare services
per se were providedby other private agencies.The
Peiping Poor Children’s Home is a good example.
This privateinstitutionwasfoundedin thelateautumn
of the third yearof Xuantongin the Qing dynasty;it
was located in Millenary Buddha Temple Bystreet,
north Drum-towerinside Stability Door. The Peiping
Poor Children’s Home was a private philanthropic
agencyandwasnot affiliated with any institution,nor
did it havea guaranteedfundingbase.Nevertheless,it
receivedand nurturedmore than 200 poor boys and
girls who were completely dependenton the bene-
volenceof the home’ssponsors.Agenciessuchasthe
Children’s Home, although their endeavourswere
overshadowedfor yearsby the conflicts wagedby the
warlords, deserveour unwaveringadmiration. Boys
and girls slept in separatedormitories. They were
taught by teachers trained in cultural subjects,
handicrafts,carpentryand so forth. On the walls of
the Children’s Home, the children’s school produc-

tions were exhibited. The Children’s Home madea
real differencein the children’sdaily andfuture life.

An Americanmissionaryin Chinagavehigh praise
to the work of the PeipingPoorChildren’sHome:

I have lived in China for 16–17 years and have
travelled all aroundthe country, yet I have never
found sucha homefor poor childrenasthis. From
this experience I know now that Peiping’ s
philanthropistshavenot allowed themselvesto be
surpassedby the philanthropistsof the Western
countries.Justas the chairpersonsaid8 or 9 years
after establishing the Peiping Poor Children’s
Home, even though it is not an affiliated agency
and has no income, it has helpedmore than two
hundredpoor children; they are being molded by
charitableideasandtheloving actionsof everybody
here.Today’svisit to theHomenot only makesme
envious, but also challengesmy prejudice that
China lack’s the quality of mercy; furthermore,it
has done away with my pessimisticperspectives
regardingChinesesocialwork. (Goodpaper, 1919)

Voluntary-practicalsocialwork wasalsocharacterised
by private donations and benevolent activi ties
organisedby massgroupsandvoluntaryorganisations.
In 1920 China was in the grips of a severedrought;
swarms of grasshoppers destroyed the crops and
peopleall over the countrywerein dangerof starving
to death. The North China Associationof Disaster
Relief organiseda fund-raising drive and published
petitionslike the following:

Well! I say! Are thereany humanbeingssuffering
morefrom cold andhunger,moredestituteandjust
drifting from placeto placethantoday’svictims of
thenaturalcalamitiesin Tianjing city, theprovinces
of Shandong,HenanandShanxi?To gohungryyear
afteryear,with no shelterfor a long time; andthen,
on top of everything else, this year’s drought,
desolationandwar. Their situationis asa layer of
frost on top of snow.Cattleandlivestock,whether
young or old, are killed for food. Refugeescrowd
theroads,goingwithout fooddayafterday,carrying
theyoungandold, dwelling in the faceof thewind
andsleepingin thedew,waiting for death,sobbing
and wailing with a cry of grief that reachesto the
gatesof Heavenitself. Todaythe frost hasalready
begunto fall and winter is just aroundthe corner;
imaginewhata miserableprospectthat is! In sucha
situation,shouldmenof goodwill takepleasurein
dressing warmly and eating their fill? Society
regardspoor relief as its duty, so we appealto all
menof goodwill to providesurplusmillet to feed
the refugees,to give the nakedclothesto keepout
the cold, to donatemoneyfor startingup new jobs,
and to use their intelligenceto promoterighteous
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actionsundertakenfor thepublicgood,preventfrom
changeandcollapse.It is time to stopthe calamity
andto welcomeharmony;time andtide wait for no
man;don’t let the poor andsufferingwait so long.
Cordially yours. (Weekly of Providing Disaster
Relief, 1920)

Thereweresome221celebritiesfrom all walksof life
who signedthe petition to expresstheir supportof its
proposals.Numerouspeople generouslycontributed
fundsto help the refugees.

Official-educational social work

There were no state-sponsoreduniversities offering
coursesin socialwork in theearlystagesof this period
– not until the end of the 1920s.After that, Jinan
University, Nanjing CentralUniversity and Tsinghua
University each started an education programme.
Although the public universitiesoffering social work
education accountedfor only a small number of
students,their influencecannotbeignored.Becauseof
their efforts, private social work educationacquired
new meaning: 1) it received, if indirectly, official
support; 2) social work education gained a legal
position;3) the universitieshelpedto shapea unified
theoryandpracticeof socialwork; and4) by spreading
social work values, social-cultural change was
promotedin contemporaryChina.

In the revolutionary base area, and areas of
liberation under the leadershipof the ChineseCom-
munistParty,therewerea numberof schools,suchas
ShanbeiPublic School, Anti-Japan College, Yanan
University, Military and the Political University, that
were engagedin similar social work programmesto
train revolutionarysocialworkers(MouhauLu, 1988).

Official-practical social work

Two regimesheld sway in China prior to 1949: the
Guomindanggovernmentand the CommunistParty
Government.There was no social departmentin the
Guomindanggovernmentuntil 1940 becauseof the
ongoingcivil war.Yet, in 1944theministerof thenew
SocialDepartment,Gu Zhenggang,put forward three
basicproposalsthatwereto serveastheguidelinesfor
socialadministration:

1) the establishmentof socialpoliciesbasedon the
ThreePeople’sPrinciplesto completethe social
constructionof China;

2) the founding of the system of social admini-
stration and social enterpriseto promote the
smoothdevelopmentof social work and social
administration;

3) thetrainingof socialwork professionalsin social
work andadministrationto consolidatethe basis

of social automatism and social democracy.
However, these policies were not put into
practiceat that time.

As for theCommunistPartyGovernment,it organised
a considerableamountof social work in the areasof
liberation;for example,it gavesupportto soldiersand
their families, helpedthe needy,providedpoor relief,
supportedvulnerablegroupsandpunishedevil-doers.
It showedgreatconcerningof life of the peopleand
improving job methods,andsoon. The film Girl with
White Hair reflected exactly the kind of official-
practical social work being done by the Communist
government.

Summary

Thecharacteristicsof socialwork in Chinaduringthis
stageareasfollows:

1) It beganwith privatesocialwork education;the
development of Chinese social work was
promoted by teaching and spreading values,
knowledgeandprofessionalskills of socialwork.
The civil war and the existenceof two separate
regimes in the country disruptedthe develop-
ment of social work during this period; never-
theless,there was a tangible influence on the
professional and institutional developmentof
socialwork during this time.

2) Revolutionarywar andcivil war led to dis-union
of Chinesesocialwork andblockedthedevelop-
ment of professional and institutional social
work in China.

3) During this stage,Chinesesocial work had a
bright featureof military andrevolution.

The abolition of social work education in China

With the founding of the New China in 1949, there
wasmuchthatneededto beaccomplished.Thecentral
government showed its maturity and solidity by
constitutinga rangeof firm economic,political and
foreign policies. However, in the area of education
some unfortunatedecisionswere made, among the
mostabsurdbeingthe abolition of sociologyin 1952.
As we havealreadyseen,social work and sociology
were introduced into China at the sametime, with
socialwork attachedto thesociologydepartments.As
a result, when the university sociology departments
wereabolished,socialwork disappeared,too.

Why did the educationsector decide to abolish
sociologyat that time?Therewerefour main reasons.

1) Following blindly the leadershipof the Soviet
Union. At the beginning of building the New
China,the governmentadoptedthe ‘lean to one

Social work in today’s China

ß Blackwell PublishersLtd andthe InternationalJournal of SocialWelfare2002 257



side’ policy; i.e. to learn abouteverythingfrom
our ‘Soviet Brother’. The Soviet Union abol-
ished sociology soon after the victory of the
October Revolution; it regardedsociology as
‘bourgeoispseudo-science’.Consequently,there
was no longer room for the developmentof
sociologyin China.

2) The idea that historical materialism could
replacesociology.The leadingopinion wasthat
historical material ism was a science and
sociology was not. By applying the ideas of
historical materialism,all kinds of social prob-
lems could be resolved,so it did not matter if
therewasno sociologyin China.

3) A misconceptionof the socialistsociety.It was
saidthatastherewereno longeranyproblemsin
the socialistsociety,sociologywasuseless.

4) Confusingsocial work with sociology. In fact,
the former is a kind of professionaleducation
whereas the latter is a sort of academic
education.Thesearenot the samething.

These, then, were the reasonswhy sociology was
abolished,andalongwith it socialwork educationasit
existedin Chinaat that time.

But the fact that social work education was
abolishedin the universitiesdid not meanthe discon-
tinuation of social work in China. Both at the
institutionallevel andthevoluntarylevel, thedevelop-
ment of social work practice was enhancedin the
developmentalstagecoinciding with the construction
of the New China.

Official-practical social work

Even in ancientChina there was always an officer in
chargeof socialwork, calledthe ‘Situ’. FromtheT’ang
Yu, Yin Shangand Xi Chou dynastiesto the Chunqiu
Zhangguodynasty,thepostof ‘Situ’ existedto assistthe
emperorin settlingthenationandstabilisingthestate.In
theCh’in andHandynasties,the ‘Situ’ wasreplacedby
the ‘Cheng Xiang’, while the post of ‘Min Cao’ was
formedto help the ‘ChengXiang’ managecivil affairs.
During the time of the Three Nations, Two Jins and
South and North dynasties,the official positions of
‘ShangShu’, ‘Hu Cao’, ‘Zuo Min’ and‘Si Dai’ werein
forceto handlecivil affairs.TheSuiandT’angdynasties
eachhada Boardof RevenueandPopulation,andin the
SongDynastytherewasa Departmentof Revenueand
Population to run the civil administrative affairs. A
Departmentof Revenueand Population administered
civil affairsin theYuanandQinggovernmentsaswell. It
wastheQinggovernmentthatfirst establishedaMinistry
of Civil Affairs in GuangXu’s 32ndyear(1906).

After the founding of the New China, the Home
Department,thedomesticequivalentto theMinistry of

Foreign Aff airs, was given the responsibili ty for
institutionalisingsocial work. The Home Department
was forcibly disbandedduring the ‘cultural revo-
lution’, but waslaterreinstatedunderthenewnameof
the Ministry of Civil Affairs andwasput in chargeof
managingthecivil affairssector.Theresponsibilityfor
social work fell to the Ministry of Personnel,which
administratedsocial security programmesfor city
employees.

In 1951 the State Council passed the People’s
Republicof ChinaLabour InsuranceStatuteandbegan
to implement a relatively comprehensive social
insuranceprogrammethat included coveragefor the
elderly,aswell asfor injuries,disease,deathandfor the
survivorsof the deceased.Businessenterprisesor those
representingcapitalcontributed3% of the total costfor
setting up a labour insurancefund. When employees
retired they could obtain different levels of retirement
pensionfrom the fund. Other insurancebenefitswere
paid for by businessenterprisesin accordancewith a
paymentsstandardregulatedby the government.

From the statute, we can see the following
characteristicsof the social securitysystemin China
during this period.

1) The startingpoint for the social securitybenefit
level in Chinawasrelatively high. For example,
the highestretirementpensionwasequivalentto
75% of employees’standardwage before they
retired; moreover, the substitute rate reached
100%for membersof the revolutionarycadres.

2) TheChinesesocialsecuritysystemwaslinked to
employment.The right to receivea retirement
pensionandotherbenefitswaswholly dependent
on the length of time in employmentand the
level of benefits directly connectedwith the
employee’sincomebeforeretirement.

3) The statewas solely responsiblefor the social
securi ty fund; employees need not have
contributedto the fund. Retirementpensionand
other relatedbenefitswere paid for by business
enterprisesin accordancewith the level of real
consumption.Theseexpenseswere chargedto
thecostof runningtheenterpriseandled to such
a heavyfinancial burdenthat theenterpriseslost
the motivation for improving productivity.

Nevertheless,at the time this systemwas certainly
useful for maintainingsocial stabilisation.At the end
of the1960s,for a numberof historicalreasonssocial
insurance became the sole responsibil ity of the
businessenterprises;thus, social insuranceevolved
into a concernof businessenterprisesin China.

In June1978, the StateCouncil passedtwo new
statutes:‘Provisional Statueabout Arrangementsfor
Cadreswith Diseasesand Injuries’, and ‘Temporary
Regulationof EmployeeRetirement’.Thesestatutes
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prescribedthatmencouldretirewhenreachingtheage
of 60 and women the age of 50 if they had a
continuouslength of servicefor more than ten years.
However,theretirementpensionwasstill to bepaidby
the businessenterprises.

In 1984, a reform was initiated providing for a
comprehensivesocial plan for meeting the expenses
incurred by business enterprises for employee
retirementpension.This reform measurehassignifi-
cantly reducedthe financial burden of the business
enterprisesand guaranteedfinancial resourcesfor
retirement pension. At the same time, it further
legitimisedthe centralgovernment’swithdrawal from
the field of socialsecurity.

Voluntary-practical social work

Although China is an organised society, civilian
organisationswere rare during this period. The three
largest civilian organisationsare still the Women’s
Federation,thelabourunionandtheCommunistYouth
League. In essence, these are semi-governmental
organisations.Thus,what they accomplishedin social
work practicegenerallyreflectedthe intentionsof the
government;i.e. it wasin effect institutionalisedsocial
work. In fact, theseorganisationsfilled the roles of
social worker and dispatcher of social welfare
programmes. According to the labour insurance
regulation,the Women’sFederationwas in chargeof
women’swelfare;thelabourunionwasresponsiblefor
employees’welfare;andtheCommunistYouthLeague
was concernedwith the affairs of youth. For other
vulnerable social groups, such as the elderly and
disabledpeople,the Ministry of Civil Affairs hadthe
responsibility for their welfare. In terms of welfare
delivery, thesecivilian organisationsfilled the same
role asthatof theMinistry of Civil Affairs.

Voluntary-practicesocialwork in Chinaat this time
wasmanifestedmainly throughthe relief activitiesof
businessenterprisesand non-profit organisationsor
‘units’. In China,‘units’ meanspeoplebelongto them
besidesfamily. This period was largely characterised
by the planned-economysystem.Businessenterprises
and ‘ uni ts’ , being part of the state, ful f i l led
comprehensivestate functions.Normally, the ‘units’
provided minimum lifetime security benefits for all
employeesand their families. Thus, except for ‘the
three-yearperiodof difficulty’ in the 1960s,basically
no one starvedto deathin China during this period,
andtherewereno beggarsor vagrants.

In themiddleof this period,somecollectivist ideas,
such as ‘I do for others,othersdo for me’ and the
Leifeng spirit as in ‘be happy to help others’, were
stronglypromoted.It wasa time in which thepolitical
system and public sentiment were in harmony.
Although social work was officially abolished,

voluntary-practical social work continued to be
developedin all social fields becausepeople had
acquirednew life aspirationsand new social values
with the foundingof the New China.In the first three
years, New China successfully eliminated some
socially harmful phenomena,such as prostitution,
gambling, drug addiction, laziness and disease.
Chinesesocial work practicesurprisedthe world for
its comprehensivenessandeffectiveness.

Summary

The main characteristicsin social work during this
periodareasfollows.

1) Becausesocial work had been abolished,two
generationsof peopledid not know what social
work was. However, under the promotion of
various governments, practical social work
developedrapidly andmadegreatstrides.

2) The Stateand ‘units’ becamethe main body of
social work. In fact, nationalcadresand ‘units’
leaderswere, broadly speaking,social workers.
Institutionalcollectivismandequalityeliminated
the phenomenonof social polarisation,with the
result that social problemswere on the decline.
Thus the demandfor professionalsocial work
wasnot very strong.

3) Becauseof the lack of professionalsocial work
educationand professionalsupervision,social
work practicewasof anempiricalkind, outdated
and insensitive in its methods;particularly, it
lacked the core values of social work and a
professionalethical spirit.

4) The reinstatement of sociology in the 1980s
impelledresearchon Chinesesocialproblems;at
the sametime, it awakenedthe people’smemory
aboutsocial work.Thus,abasewasformedfor the
reinstatementandreconstructionof socialwork.

Social work's recovery and reconstruction in today's
China

Official-educational social work

In the late 1980s, along with the recovery and
reconstructionof sociology in China’s universities
wastherecoveryandreconstructionof socialwork. In
1987, the Ministry of Civil Affairs got togetherwith
the State Education Committee to discuss the
reinstatement of social work education. They
eventually reacheda joint decision: the Ministry of
Civil Affairs wasto investonemillion yuanof RMB
(people’scurrency)in theDepartmentof Sociologyin
Peking University for the purposeof reinstatingand
buildingupsocialwork professionaleducation.As one
of the principals involved in the rebuilding of social

Social work in today’s China

ß Blackwell PublishersLtd andthe InternationalJournal of SocialWelfare2002 259



work asa profession,this authorwasa happywitness
to this extraordinaryevent.

In the summerof 1988, on the invitation of the
Asian-PacificAssociationof Social Work Education,
ProfessorsYuanFan,WangSibin andI visitedseveral
universitiesand institutions engagedin social work
educationin HongKong. Thepurposeof thevisit was
to prepare a professional training programmeand
curriculum for social work in generaland to make
concrete preparations for the Asian-Pacific Area
SocialWork EducationSeminarto be held in Peking
University in Decemberof that year.

The Seminar was held in Peking University
according to schedule.Some 160 delegates,all of
whomwereengagedin socialwork educationor social
work practice,attendedthe seminarand workshops.
Over100of thedelegatescamefrom China.As oneof
thejoint chairmenof theseminar,aswell asoneof the
speakersand organisers,this author can say without
doubt that the seminarmadea vital contribution to
socialwork educationin China.It not only taughtthe
Chinesedelegatesmuch about the nature of social
work and the kind of social work that today’s China
needs,but it also plantedthe seedsof social work in
the motherearthof China.

After the seminar,the universitiesof Jilin, Xiamen
and Shanghaihave,one after the other, built up the
social work profession.At the end of the year 2000
there were more than 70 public collegesengagedin
social work education. The training goals and
curriculum arrangementsat theseuniversities focus
on threedifferent levels: the macro level, the mezzo
level andthemicro level. In someuniversities,suchas
Peking University, social work education is at the
macrolevel, focusingon social administration,social
planning, social policy analysis and social welfare
system building. In others, such as China Renmin
University, social work education is at the mezzo
level, with an emphasison socialwork with families,
in industryandschoolsandinstitutionaldevelopment.
Lastly, in other universitiesor colleges,such as the
China Youth Politic College,social work focuseson
the micro level, which includes case-work,special
social group counselling and individual potential
development.Of course,graduatesocial workersare
assigneddifferent duties dependingon which level
was the focus of their social work education.
Graduateswell-trainedat themacrolevel mostlywork
in the social policy andsocial researchsectors;those
trainedat the mezzolevel choosesocialwork related
to institutions and businessenterprises;and lastly,
studentswho havemasteredskills on the micro level
work mostly in the local socialservices.

Voluntary-educational social work

Accompanyingthedevelopmentof theprivatecollege
sector,someprivatecollegesalsoengagedin building
up the social work professionand provided social
work education to meet to the demandsof social
development.An example is the Haidian Corres-
pondenceCollege, which is now a memberof the
ChineseAssociationof SocialWork Education.

Official-practical social work

During this period official-practical social work was
mainly concernedwith exploring the social security
system,with the exceptionof traditional civil relief
work. Many city employeeswere facing layoff and
unemployment,and were in danger of losing their
basic life security as an indirect result of the city
economic-system reform, the establishment of a
market economy and the withdrawal of the ‘units’
securitysystemin the planningtime. A precondition
for a smoothly operatingmarket economythat does
not endangersocial stability is to solve the social
securi ty problems facing the ci ty employees.
Therefore,since the 1990s the Chinesegovernment
has successively strengthened the legislation per-
taining to socialsecurity.

Social insurance for business enterprise employees

In June1991theStateCouncil passedthe ‘Decisionon
the Reform of Enterprise Employees’ Retirement
PensionSystem’.Its main provisionsinclude:1) to set
up a three-tierretirementpensionsystem– the state’s
obligatory basic pensioninsurance,the corporations’
supplementarypensioninsuranceandpersonalsavings
insurance; 2) to introduce a mul tiple-channel
mechanism for raising fundswherebypensionfeesare
sharedby the state, ‘units’ and individuals on a fair
basis,thatis to say,individualshaveto paytheirshareof
their retirementpensionbenefits; 3) to changethe pay-
as-you-go methodfor pensionfeesand determinethe
principlesof paymentandbenefithereandnow.

In March 1995, the State Council passed the
‘Notification of Deepening Reform in Enterprise
EmployeesPensionInsuranceSystem’, which stipu-
latedthat the retirementpensioninsuranceschemefor
employeesof businessenterprisesis to implementthe
principle of social planning viewed as a whole in
combination with personal accounts, and which
provided two concrete al ternative methods of
implementation.

In July1997,theStateCouncilpassedthe‘Decision
to Establisha Unified RetirementPensionInsurance
Systemfor BusinessEnterpriseEmployees’;and in
January1999theStateCouncilpassedthe‘Provisional
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Statutefor Levying Social InsuranceFees’.Thus the
framework for the enterprise retirement-pension
insurancesystemin Chinacameinto being.

Pension insurance system for the staff in the state sectors
and in the non-profit organisation `units'

The pensioninsurancesystemfor stateemployeesand
non-profit ‘units’ differs from that of the business
enterprises.Its main featureis that employeesdo not
makepensioninsurancepayments;thesearepaidby the
stateor thenon-profit ‘units’. Pensionbenefitpayments
dependon the employee’s basicsalaryat the time of
retirement and length of employment. State civil
servants are paid a basic salary plus an additional
salaryfor lengthof servicelength,andwhentheyretire,
their post salaryand rank salaryare grantedpro rata.
Staff membersin thenon-profit‘units’ arepaidpro rata
for the sumof their postsalariesplus allowances. The
proportionsareshownin the following tables.

From the abovetableswe can seethat thereis an
appreciabledifferencebetweenthe welfare treatment
of civil servantsand that of non-profit ‘units’ staff.
Although the drawing ratios of the former are only
slightly less than those of the latter, only the first
group is qualified to receiveboth a total basicsalary
andan additionalsalarybasedon lengthof service.

At present the system covers some 30 million
people.To meettheneedsinvolvedin thesettingupof
a socialist market-economy system, the pension
insurancesystemwill be reformedaccordingly.

Pension insurance in the countryside

Socialpensioninsurancein thecountrysideis a social
policy that is promotedby theChinesegovernmentfor
the purpose of resolving the problem of elderly
peasants. The policy was approved by the State
Council in 1991. Its basicprinciple is that the social
security level must be adjustedto the development
level of productionandwith theenduringability of the
parties.Social pensioninsurancemust be combined
with family support,land securityandsocialrelief. In
implementing rural pension insurance,the govern-

ment’ s role is organisation and leadership; the
peasantscan chooseof their own free will whether
or not to participatein theprogramme.Therearethree
main characteristicsof the programme:

1. The necessaryfunds are contributedmainly by
individualsandsupplementedby subsidiesfrom
the collective with additional support through
statepolicy.

2. The establishment of personal accounts, the
implementationof a reservefund andthe deter-
minationof thepaymentcriterion in termsof the
amountof availablefunds.

3. The integration of the pension insurancepro-
grammeamongvariousgroupsof peoplein the
countryside, including farm workers, peasants
andrural merchants,andtheimplementationof a
uniform system with an unchangeable code
consistentmanagementof the insured.In short,
the programmeemphasisesthe self-relianceof
the peasantsand does not add to the state’s
financial burden.

So,socialpensioninsurancein thecountrysideis more
of a self-securitysystemfor peasantsthan a social
securitysystem.However,thegovernmenthasplayeda
crucial role in mobilising,organisingandcoordinating
activities.Theprogrammeis still attractiveto peasants
becauseof rural family planning, decreasingland
resourcesandtheunwillingnessof rural youngpeople
to support their elderly parents. Af ter ten years’
development,there are now some80 million people
in the countrysideparticipatingin the programmeand
pensionfundshavereached16 billion yuanof RMB.
As a matterof fact, half a million peasantshavenow
begunto drawtheir pensionbenefits.In general,there
are agenciesin all areasof implementation,basically
forming six levelswithin themanagementsystemand
service network, including department, province,
county,town andvillage.

Supplementary pension insurance of the business
enterprises

Supplement pension insurance is the employer’ s
responsibility. It must meet the following conditions:
1) the employermust join the basicpension-insurance
programmeandhavefulfilled its contributionduty; 2)
the insuranceschememustbe in accordwith the basic
regulations stipulated by the state. The scheme
encouragesthe individual to sharein paying part of
the fees. Money from ‘units’ and individuals are
collectedtogethercalled the ‘model of fund planning
as a whole’ and managedby personalaccounts.The
money in personalaccountsbelongsto the individual
holdingtheaccount.Employeescanwithdrawthewhole
amountat one time, or portion out their withdrawals

Table 1. Drawing ratio of pension benefits for civil servants, according to
position and rank salary.

Service length <10 years 10±20 yrs 20±30 yrs 30±35 yrs >35 yrs
Drawing ratio 40% 60% 75% 82% 88%

Table 2. Drawing ratio of pension benefits for staff in non-profit `units', salary
plus allowance.

Service length <10 years 10±20 yrs 20±30 yrs 30±35 yrs >35 yrs
Drawing ratio 50% 70% 80% 85% 90%
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duringtheir retirement.Themoneyin personalaccounts
is transferredwhentheemployeechangesjobs.

Voluntary-practical social work

Domesticpolitical struggleinducedthe transformation
of the Chinesesociety and further createdthe decon-
structionof the total stateor absolute society.Market-
ing exchangebasedon theabovehascreatedroom for
the emergence and development of a truly civilian
organisation.Thus,voluntary-practicalsocial work has
grown rapidly in China alongwith the emergenceand
developmentof acivilian organisation.Today,thereare
thousandsof voluntary organisations throughout the
whole of China.Thesecan be divided into five main
categories:the ChineseYouth VolunteerAssociation,
the ChineseCommunity Volunteer Association, the
ChineseEnvironmentalist Volunteer Association, the
ChineseVolunteer Associationfor the Protectionof
EndangeredSpecies,and the International Volunteer.
Membership in these volunteer organisations may
overlap.Theyhaveprovidedarich andvariedvoluntary
social work practice in a wide rangeof social work
fields. They have promoted social work values,
strengthenedthereputationof professionalsocialwork
andlaid the foundationfor socialwork education.

Summary

The characteristicsof socialwork in this stagearethe
following:

1) Thereis an increasingprofessionalidentification
among traditional social work groups,such as
socialworkersin the civil affair sectors,women
leagueorganisations, labour unions and youth
leagueorganisations.They sharethe valuesand
ideas of social work, and seek professional
knowledgeandbasicskills to improvetheirwork.

2) Social work education reflects the trends of
normalisation,professionalismand globalisation.
In themid- andlate1990s,theChineseAssociation
of SocialWorkersandtheChineseAssociationof
Social Work Educationwere established.These
organisationspromotethe establishmentof norms
of behaviour for social workers in social work
education.Along with greateracademicexchange
andincreasinginternationalcontactsin thefield of
social work, Chinesesocial work education is
striding towardsglobalisationbut in accordance
with conditionsat the local level.

3) Teachingsocialwork valuesanddoingfieldwork
are highly regarded by most social work
institutions. Social work educatorsat different
levels regardthe teachingof valuesas the basis
for socialwork andregardfieldwork as the key

elementin training socialwork skills.
4) The continued developmentof Chinesesocial

work is limited by thedegreeof developmentof
the Chinese social welfare system. As the
Chinese economy attains the level of the
developedcountries,the Chinesesocial welfare
systemwill necessarilybecomemorestableand
more financially viable. So, as the delivery
systemfor social welfare,social work in China
hasa tremendousmarket.

Conclusions

• Theroadto developmentof socialwork in Chinais
a steeponewith manytwistsandturns.In lessthan
100 yearsChinesesocialwork hasexperiencedall
three stagesof the ‘positive-negative-integrative’
pattern of development, which in Hegel ian
philosophyis believedto be universal.

• The political context for Chinesesocial work has
changedover theyears,aswell, with the resultthat
thesocialwork discoursehasalsochanged,notonly
betweenerasbut alsowithin oneandthe sameera.
This makesit is a very challengingtaskto analyse
the historical development and features of
contemporaryChinesesocialwork.

• Chinese social work is still in its elementary
developmentalstage;it is still seekingto achievea
balancebetweenthe two polesof globalisationand
localisation.To fully graspthecurrentdiscourseon
Chinesesocialwork, onemustapply the principles
of discourseanalysisevenon the local level.

• Social work in China hasa tremendousmarket in
both the public and private sectors.As with the
development of the social securitysystem,institu-
tionalsocial work in Chinais expectedto makegreat
progress in the near future. In both the public and
private sectors, the goals of social work are to
enhancetheChinesepeople’sstandardof living.

• In the last analysis, the developmentof Chinese
socialwork dependson increasedprofessionalisation
and a more profound institutionalisation.By mid-
century,Chinesesocialwork canbeexpectedto have
attainedits goalsin thesetwo respects.
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