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Establishing a Social Work Model for China’s Rural Vitalization Strategy 

Abstract 

This article documents a social work education model from an emerging collaboration 

among scholars in China, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the United States to adapt Western and 

Indigenous Māori theories and practices to the Chinese context. To advance this model, we map 

our process for identifying potential roles for social workers in China’s urban and rural 

communities by: 1) outlining the challenges in China and comparing them to those in Aotearoa 

New Zealand and the United States; 2) summarising the unique social work history and culture 

in each country; 3) outlining universal elements and examples of social work practices; and 4) 

identifying ways in which the three countries can innovate and collaborate to support the 

development of a new social work education model in China. This new social work education 

model adopts the Māori Whare Tapa Wha (English: ‘four cornerstones of health’) as a living 

expression of inter-ethnic health practice as applied to social work practice in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Ultimately, this proposed model responds to the cultural needs of families remaining in 

China’s rural villages.   
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Establishing a Social Work Model for China’s Rural Vitalization Strategy 

Introduction 

According to the International Federation of Social Workers (2014), both formal and 

informal international collaborations have increasingly emerged to support an evolving social 

work profession. Faced with migration out of rural areas in favour of cities, in tandem with a 

move toward revitalization, Chinese social work educators seek international collaborations and 

innovative models to strengthen their profession and meet new challenges. In this article, social 

work educators share an emerging collaboration based at Lanzhou University that aims at 

bringing practical and theoretical experiences from Aotearoa New Zealand and the United States 

into China’s Rural Revitalization Strategy. This social work education model provides 

opportunities for social workers in China who seek to design effective, evidence-based social 

services that address social integration and adaptation for rural populations. Many of the 

challenges rural populations face relate to disparities in education, employment, health, and 

overall financial stability. Drawing from social work practice models in Aotearoa New Zealand 

and the United States, this article explores multicultural social work and financial social work, 

including asset building to enhance social work education and leadership. As China carries out 

pilot studies and related theory development, this collaboration also aims at strengthening social 

work education.  

Although functioning in different geopolitical, social, and cultural environments, social 

work educators in China, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the United States recognize both 

similarities and differences in challenges faced by their rural minority populations. We 

specifically highlight social work practices used among the Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand and 
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African Americans in the United States to inform work with the Hui Muslims in China. Our 

approach offers the opportunity to depart from simply incorporating Western social work 

practices using the imperialism of an earlier era of cross-national consultation (Bogo and Madera 

1990, 39) and enter into a partnership which requires cultural adaptation. We seek alternatives to 

dominant social work frameworks, particularly alternatives that prioritize the reclamation of 

local norms as well as traditional knowledge and practices (Schmid and Morgenshtern 2019). 

Culturally adaptive partnerships between state agencies and Māori social service providers in 

Aotearoa New Zealand illustrate these alternative approaches (Walker 2004). Through our 

collaborative approach, we seek to gain an understanding of social work education that allows us 

to minimize cultural chauvinism (Bogo and Madera 1990) and, over time, cultivate respect, trust, 

and great appreciation for our differences. In seeking to develop a culturally authentic social 

work model in China (Yip 2013), the authors propose to adopt and integrate the ‘four 

cornerstones’ health and social work practice model Whare Tapa Wha (Durie 1998; 2001; 

Rochford 2004) from Aotearoa New Zealand.  

The authors of this article came together at the international conference on 

‘Multiculturalism and Social Work: Dialogue and Communication in the Globalization Era’ 

convened at Lanzhou University in May, 2019. This conference featured over 100 scholars from 

54 universities. As part of the spirit of collaboration inspired by this meeting, the Faculty of 

Education and Social Work of the University of Auckland in New Zealand and the Center for 

Studies of Ethnic Minorities in Northwest China at Lanzhou University (hereafter Ethnic 

Minorities Study Center) established an agreement prior to the conference to facilitate student 

and faculty exchange focused on research and teaching over the next three years. The United 

States scholars informally joined this partnership.  
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This article documents work from our emerging collaboration to adapt Western and 

Indigenous theories and practices to the Chinese context. To advance a new social work 

education model that draws from our respective experiences, we map our process for identifying 

potential roles for social workers in China’s urban and rural communities by: 1) outlining the 

challenges in China and comparing them to those in Aotearoa New Zealand and the United 

States; 2) summarising the unique social work history and culture in each country; 3) identifying 

universal elements and examples of social work practices; and 4) finding ways in which the three 

countries can innovate and collaborate to support the development of a new social work 

education model in China. Ultimately, this new social work education model will respond to the 

cultural needs of families remaining in China’s rural populations.    

Community Challenges and Social Work in China 

The overwhelming Western influence on social work education remains a dominant 

though controversial practice, particularly in the East (Leung et al. 2020). Recently, Indigenous 

and ethnic social work perspectives have been introduced that respect local cultures and preserve 

their values and assets (Hokenstad 2013; Lei et al. 2021; Walsh-Tapiata 2008). However, social 

services for ethnic and religious minorities (e.g., Hui Muslims) around the world remain scarce 

and have limited focus in China (Chai 2016). Through our collaboration, we seek a unified 

approach that considers the culture and needs of rural communities.   

Studies suggest the paths of many minority populations have some similarities (Farley 

2011; UNGA 2007), though differences should be noted in the experiences of Indigenous 

groups, immigrant groups, and those forcibly displaced groups. Members of minority 

populations commonly start their journeys attuned to their natural environment and with a 

distinct cultural worldview that values people and the land. Colonization, oppression, and 
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assimilation abruptly introduced a new market-based economy, education, technologies, and 

foods. In turn, these changes resulted in cultural degradation, dispossession, disease, high death 

rates, and internalized oppression (Durie 2001). Many minority groups have survived the 

changes, but not without ruptures in their families, communities, and cultures.   

Beginning in the 20th century, many minority groups faced persistent out-migration from 

rural communities due to factors such as lack of employment opportunities (Wilson 2012). Such 

upheavals led to increasing dependence on the state for aid and survival. Those left behind often 

experienced lower levels of educational attainment and income, as well as lower standards of 

health and housing, in tandem with higher rates of unemployment, substance abuse, 

incarceration, and suicide (Durie 2001; Wilson 2012). 

The three countries that are the focus of this article—China, Aotearoa New Zealand, and 

the United States—are in very different stages of both rural revitalization and the development of 

social work education. Although urban-rural disparities are an issue for most countries, 

particularly those with large populations, they are particularly important in China due to the size 

of the populations involved (Wang and Zhuo 2018; Ming 2018). Ming (2018, 2) predicted that 

when China’s urbanization rate reaches 70%, ‘the urban population will be one billion and the 

rural population about 430 million’. If these projections hold true, then the rural population of 

China will exceed the total current population of the United States by 100 million people, and 

will be roughly 100 times the current population of Aotearoa New Zealand (Table 1).  

China has a significant income gap between urban and rural populations, despite low 

unemployment rates and a high rate of literacy (98%). This income inequality is due to many 

factors, including changes in the global economy, the increased level of education and training 

needed for higher paying jobs, few employment options within rural communities, and out-
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migration of breadwinners to urban centres (Wilson 2012). Many countries, including Aotearoa 

New Zealand and the United States, have followed a path of technological advancement and 

urbanization, emphasizing urban areas over rural ones in policy making. As a result, social work 

education mirrored this trend. The development of revitalization strategies is a more recent 

phenomenon geared to support the prosperity of both urban and rural residents. 

While China’s economic growth since the 1970s has lifted more than 700 million people 

out of poverty, urban-rural disparities persist (UNDP 2016; Wang and Zhuo 2018). Structural 

factors such as intergenerational poverty call for sustained programs that address them. In 2012, 

the Chinese government established a new poverty alleviation plan and promoted overall 

prosperity throughout the country. China’s overall poverty rate (0.6%) (Li, 2020) is significantly 

lower than Aotearoa New Zealand’s (16%) (Ministry of Social Development, 2016) and the 

United States’ (10.5%) (Semega et al. 2020). There were 5.5 million people living in poverty in 

China's rural areas at the end of 2019 (i.e., 66.8% fewer than at the end of 2018). The overall 

poverty rate was 0.6%, 1.1% lower than 2018 (Li, 2020). However, there is a big gap between 

the education level of ethnic minority populations and the national average (NEAC 2019). In 

Muslim areas, seven ethnic groups have fewer college students than the national average, a 

higher illiteracy rate, and an overall level of education below the national average (Cheering et 

al. 2019). Because of traditional culture influences, Muslim populations place restrictions on 

women, lowering their opportunities for education and career development, and increasing their 

illiteracy rates (Ma 2014). The rural health care situation is even direr. In 2019, rural-based 

medical institutions served almost four times as many people in ethnic areas as in non-ethnic 

areas (NEAC 2019). For example, on average, 4,000 people share one health facility in ethnic 

areas compared to 1,316 in non-ethnic areas.  
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Chinese social workers continue to strive to meet needs for social development, and 

many positive changes have been documented. China increased the minimum income from 1,196 

yuan in 1996 to 2,300 yuan per year in 2011, although the task of poverty alleviation remains 

daunting (Zhang et al. 2014; CSIS n.d.). (China’s poverty line remains at about $2.30 per day.) 

Preventing vulnerability and enhancing resilience for those who escaped poverty continues to be 

a critically important task. To solve the problems of education and employment, and to improve 

the quality of life for those living in poorer areas, it is necessary to build systematic and 

innovative governance mechanisms (Wang and Zhuo 2018). Such mechanisms need multi-

dimensional support for social security/social insurance, asset building, public services, and 

social investment. In later sections, we provide examples of such mechanisms from Aotearoa 

New Zealand and the United States. 

Chinese social work resources are mainly concentrated in cities, especially the largest 

ones, like Beijing and Shanghai. Social workers should also play an essential role in the 

sustainable implementation of a poverty alleviation plan that addresses rural-urban disparities. 

This requires providing new social work education models to address this challenge, particularly 

among ethnic minority populations like the Hui Muslims. In China, a country of 1.4 billion, 2.3 

million Muslims currently live in rural areas, cut off from many of the modern conveniences and 

unprepared for metropolitan living (Wang and Zhou 2018; Zheng and Xu 2017). Populations in 

many of China’s rural communities have limited education and work skills (Wang and Zhuo 

2018; Zheng and Xu 2017). In most cases, males are head of the household and bear the sole 

burden of financially supporting their family. This leads to many single-income families relying 

on social services. Social workers are tasked with developing policies and practices for a 

culturally responsive and safe environment (Webster 2019). Examples from Aotearoa New 
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Zealand and the United States may be particularly useful in this context, providing a more 

holistic understanding of poverty that goes beyond conventional definitions (i.e., lack of income 

and security). These understandings include improving quality of life by developing long-term 

capabilities (Sen 1999). 

Chinese social work educators believe that rural revitalization must include not only rural 

social work, but specifically social work services that emphasize the interaction between urban 

and rural areas. The question remains whether social work professionals trained in big cities can 

use their training in underdeveloped towns and villages. Specifically, how do social workers in 

rural areas design service projects effectively, conduct scientific supervision and project 

evaluation, address vocational learning and family services, and provide services for social 

integration and social adaptation? They also want to know how the government can help 

cultivate local social work professionals in rural areas. And, finally, they seek an understanding 

of how social work professionalism can be maintained in townships and villages if social work 

training and skills are lacking. These key questions need to be resolved by building skilled social 

work teams in Chinese rural townships and villages (Wang 2021). In fact, there are few social 

workers in these communities, and these areas continue to lag in development. 

Recently, the government has made several large investments in rural development that 

include social work. In September 2011, the Organization Department of the CCP Central 

Committee, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and ten other departments jointly issued the Talent 

Support Implementation Plan for Poverty-Stricken Remote Areas, Frontier Ethnic Minority 

Areas and Traditional Revolutionary Base Areas. Also, September 2012 saw the launch of the 

Three Districts and Three Prefectures social work service project, an important part of the Three 

Districts talent development plan for social work professionals. This plan would support the 
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Three Districts in developing 500 local social work professionals every year. By the end of 2020, 

the plan included selecting 7,700 social workers in the three districts, with an investment of 190 

million yuan to go into nearly 300 low-income cities and districts to train more than 4,000 skilled 

social workers, serving more than 5 million people (Yan 2020). The Ministry of Civil Affairs is 

committed to providing every township in China with social work stations and every village with 

social work services by 2025. However, only Guangdong Province and Hunan Province have 

achieved full coverage to date. 

Building Upon China’s Unique Social Work History  

The development and support of social work in China has been in flux from its inception 

in 1922 to its abolition in 1949 to its most recent re-emergence in 1988 (Cai, Bo, and Hsiao 

2018; Ku 2020; Yuen-Tsang 2020; Wang 2007). Attention to ethnic issues in Chinese social 

work originated between 1920 and 1940. In the 1920s, when Western social work models were 

introduced to China, the Sociology and Social Service Department at Yenching University 

offered a course called Race Relations taught by JS Burgess. During the Japanese invasion of 

China, Li Anzhai, then Dean of Yenching University, and other local figures in West China, 

wrote the book Social Work in Border Areas (2012), which was a milestone in the development 

of ethnic minority social work. In 1949, ethnic social work receded with the elimination of 

sociology until the Wenchuan earthquake in 2008. The Qiang Tibetans and other ethnic 

minorities, who were severely affected by this natural disaster, became the main target for social 

work services (Zhang 2011). The central government implemented a series of plans to assist 

Xinjiang and other ethnic areas, and the social work services already available in Guangdong and 

other developed provinces have been gradually implemented in Xinjiang. Social work in ethnic 

minority areas gradually emerged, in tandem with increased demand for ethnic social workers 
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and related research (Chan 2016). The China Social Work Association held the Forum on Social 

Work and Social Construction in Ethnic Areas in 2011. The Ethnic Social Work Professional 

Committee, established under the Chinese Social Work Education Association in 2014, 

continued to advance this work (Zhao and Yao 2014). However, the problem of cultural 

hegemony continues to dominate rural social work in ethnic minority areas (Gu, Zhang, and 

Yang 2007). 

Although there is a growing consensus that social work practices in ethnic areas should 

be culturally sensitive, ethnic social work and the study of multiculturalism remains an emerging 

area of research and theory-building in China. Leveraging targeted poverty alleviation in the 

ethnic village of Township, Wenxian County, Gansu province as one example, Yue Tianming 

and Li Linfang (2017) proposed that social practice in ethnic areas should adhere to humanistic, 

cultural, developmental, asset-based and empowerment perspectives, while using the principles, 

values, and professional methods of social work as a reference point. Jiang and Zhang (2014) 

proposed that in carrying out social work in China, we should pay attention to ethnicity, 

reflecting a sense of history, daily lifestyle patterns, and positive interactions. Ethnic social work 

should maintain its own uniqueness while attaching importance to culture and cultural 

rehabilitation, promoting the enhancement of services, and empowering clients (Ma et al. 2017). 

Though social work is a relatively new field in China, financial social work has already 

opened a new path for poverty alleviation and the effective promotion of social equity. In rural 

revitalization, financial investments in poverty alleviation emphasize social investment with 

programs such as microfinancing, children's development accounts, farmers' financial literacy, 

and welfare supply-system optimization in low-income communities. Chinese social workers 

have introduced US scholar Michael Sherraden’s (1990) asset building and financial capability 
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theories and models, particularly individual development accounts (IDA) for children (Huang et 

al. 2020; Sherraden et al. 2018; Sherraden et al. 2020). Financial social workers carry out pilot 

projects to improve the financial ability of low-income individuals and families to ensure that 

financial inclusion and poverty alleviation remain a sustainable strategy (Fang and Su 2019). 

While both developmental and financial foci have limitations due to system reform and 

sociocultural transitions, there is still potential for new roles that will positively and significantly 

benefit the population, especially in rural areas. Traditional or professional social work has 

limited potential because of significant administrative restrictions characteristic of Chinese 

policies. From a comparative perspective, Chinese social work neither developed from the 

bottom up, nor is it the product of philanthropic professionalization (Xiong and Wang 2007). 

Rather, it is overseen and guided by the central government, which develops social work 

professionals using the ‘education first’ strategy in universities (Yi 2020). While government 

leadership provides strong support for the rapid development of social work, the professionalism, 

autonomy and practical needs of the field should be seriously considered for long-term 

advancement. 

Based upon Wang’s (2011) Embedding Theory, professional social work is nested in the 

original social service field and developed within existing government structures. As a result, 

social work has been responding to short-term governmental needs and administrative guidelines 

instead of the long-term growth and development of clients (Wang 2011). However, Chinese 

social work should pay more attention to the following five dimensions: 1) basic rights, 2) social 

responsibility and justice, 3) self-determination, 4) mutual care, and 5) potential for change 

(Zhao et al. 2017). These dimensions serve as the foundational doctrine for social workers 

serving minority populations (Webster 2019).  
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Currently, social work development in China prioritizes service areas such as mental 

support, public health, education and guidance, marriage and family, employment assistance, 

correctional services, and population service. It focuses on elders, people with disabilities, 

children in distress, people in rural areas, migrants, and those with special difficulties (Jiao 

2021). In addition, the scope of social work has been expanding. The number of social workers 

nationwide has reached 1.2 million (0.08% of the population). Meanwhile, China has created 

383,000 social work posts in urban and rural communities, public institutions, and public and 

social organizations. It has also set up 51,000 social work service stations or offices and 

registered more than 9,700 social work service agencies with the Civil Affairs Department 

(Ministry of Civil Affairs 2019).  

A new model for social work would call for a greater focus on ethnic/multicultural 

aspects and on building capabilities. Also, distinctions between Western and Eastern social work 

must remain in sharp focus in addition to addressing the needs of distinct ethnic minority groups 

(Table 2). 

Table 2: The Difference Between Western and Chinese Values 

Western Values  Chinese Values  

● Social justice  

● Individual worth and dignity 

● Self-determination  

● Security and satisfaction 

● Scientific approach to problem solving  

● Belief in change and societal reform 

● Social harmony 

● System goals 

• Societal cohesion 
 

Loyalty and righteousness  

 
• Practical knowledge  

 
● Traditionalism  

● Collectivism  
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● Acceptance of diversity and 

heterogeneity in ideas, values, and 

lifestyle* 

● Equality and equity*  

● Empowerment of the individual  

● Sustainability 

● Empowerment of the individual based 

on unwritten rules  

Source: adapted from Arata and Kerelian (2019) 

As social workers in China aim to maintain a harmonious society that moves toward 

greater inclusion of ethnic minorities and cultural responsiveness, these authors will seek 

common ground. This is particularly important as collaborators from each country identify points 

of adaption as well as local traditions and practical knowledge that must endure (Arata and 

Kerulen 2019). Social workers in the United States and Aotearoa New Zealand recognize that the 

field has moved from the dominance of Anglo culture toward greater acceptance of diversity. 

While this shift has been slow in both countries, the bicultural and multicultural frameworks that 

have evolved provide insights for the Chinese contexts. Ultimately, a (re)conceptualization of 

social justice and social harmony can occur as the “practice of harmony is united in diversity” in 

ethnic minority communities (Arata and Kerulen 2019, 317). 

 

Lessons from Aotearoa New Zealand    

Aotearoa New Zealand has a distinct mission-based approach to social work. The 

profession is now well developed there, but until very recently social work was best 

characterized as a ‘semi-profession’ (Etzioni 1969). With the enactment of the Social Workers 

Registration Legislation Act (SWRLA), social work became a recognized profession in 2019. 

Starting in 2021, practitioners using the title ‘social worker’ were required to register with the 
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Social Workers Registration Board (SWRB) and demonstrate competent practice (SWRB 2020). 

The registration requirement resulted in changes in the employment status of social workers in 

the public sector and non-governmental organisations. Without registration the title ‘social 

worker’ could not be used in either sector. Although no current statistics are available, numerous 

social workers in the NGO sector were given alternative designations to meet this requirement. 

Advancing the professional recognition of social work was facilitated by the adoption of the 

Joint Global Definition of Social Work by the Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social 

Workers (ANZASW) in August 2019 when the Bicultural Code of Ethics was revised 

(ANZASW 2019). This definition was approved by the IFSW, the International Federation of 

Social Workers, the International Association of Schools of Social Work, and the International 

Council on Social Welfare in July 2014. The definition states, 

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes 
social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of 
people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 
diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social 
sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing (IFSW 2014). 
 

Whare Tapa Wha: The four cornerstones of a Māori model of health and social work 

The adoption and integration of Whare Tapa Wha into the proposed model for China’s 

rural revitalization strategy is set in the following context. In Aotearoa New Zealand, historical 

knowledge is necessary to properly contribute to the goal of social work education. Specifically, 

social workers need an understanding of the Treaty of Waitangi, te reo Māori (the Māori 

language) and tikanga Māori (Māori culture). Integrating such an understanding into social work 

practice is critical because although Māori are a minority in the country (Durie 1998), they are 

one of two parties to the Treaty signed in February 1840. The first party was the British 
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government, known as the ‘Crown’, on the basis that Aotearoa New Zealand’s Head of State 

remains the Queen of the United Kingdom. The status of the second party, iwi, or Māori tribes is 

recognized by Aotearoa New Zealand’s government policy and law. In 1987, the country’s 

second highest court (the Court of Appeal) ruled that the government has a duty to ‘actively 

protect’ the language and way of life of the Māori (Gover and Hancock 2001, 99). The Treaty of 

Waitangi by which the Court of Appeal made its ruling is Aotearoa New Zealand’s founding 

document (Palmer 2008). The authors suggest that this ruling bears specific comparison with the 

recognition by the Chinese government of minority nationalities, known as shǎoshù mínzú (少數

民族) (‘ethnic minorities’) (Zang 2015, 27).  

The place of the Treaty is of immense significance in the history of Aotearoa New 

Zealand. By signing the agreement, the Indigenous Tangata Whenua (literally translated ‘people 

of the land’) consented to the legitimate settlement of colonisers, known to Māori as tauiwi, 

translated as ‘foreigners’ or ‘non-Māori’. For well over 100 years following the 1840 Treaty, 

tauiwi were overwhelmingly Europeans, primarily settlers from the British Isles. More recently, 

this picture has changed. Today, Auckland (Tāmaki Makaurau) is one of the most ethnically 

diverse cities in the world. The 2018 census reports that the population of about 1.6 million 

comprises 189 ethnic groups; 41.6% of its residents were born overseas; and 30.1% can speak 

two or more languages (Statistics New Zealand 2018). Māori are the primary ethnic minority 

group. According to the 2018 census data, the picture of socio-economic wellbeing for the Māori 

reveals a significantly lower income as compared with other groups as well as lower educational 

attainment and employment (Statistics New Zealand 2018 ).   
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Lessons from the United States     

Social work in the United States developed with an emphasis on serving European 

immigrants and a goal of assimilation (Potocky 1997). Other racial and ethnic communities were 

largely ignored. A push toward inclusion and an emphasis on pluralism is a narrative first put 

forth and supported by the campaign for the civil rights for African Americans (Berry and 

Tischler 1978 cited in Potocky 1997). Intervention strategies emphasized a cultural sensitivity 

model that included worker training, use of Indigenous workers, increased client decision-

making, and the passage of equal rights policies (Potocky 1997). The focus on multiculturalism 

has continued with increasing cultural, religious, and ethnic diversity in the United States (Hodge 

2015). As the racial/ethnic population shifts toward increasing numbers of Hispanics and Asian 

Americans and racial tensions rise, the cultural sensitivity model of the 1980s has been expanded 

to include new approaches to abolish racial inequality.  

Significant trends in social work education in the United States emphasize accountability 

and student competencies including cultural competence and multiculturalism, as well as 

leadership development across a range of specific concentrations. In 2001, the National 

Association of Social Workers (NASW) developed and disseminated its Standards for Cultural 

Competence in Social Work Practice. There are 10 cultural competencies: 1) ethics and values, 

2) self-awareness, 3) cross cultural knowledge, 4) cross cultural skills, 5) service delivery, 6) 

empowerment and advocacy, 7) diverse workforce, 8) professional education, 9) language and 

communication, 10) leadership to advance cultural competency (NASW 2015). Debates continue 

on the meaning, implications, and application of cultural competence in social work. Of 

particular note is the concern that cultural competence by individual social workers means 

assimilation will be valued over cultural differences of the client population—or that populations 
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will be grouped in ways that diminish specific experiences, values and gains (Alvarez 2013). The 

concept of cultural competence has sparked the exploration of a range of related terms such as 

ethnic competence, cultural humility, cultural relevance, cultural proficiency, cultural sensitivity, 

cultural responsiveness, and more recently intersectionality. Ultimately, achieving the 

competency to understand both the culture and social identities (e.g., race and ethnicity, sex, 

gender, sexual orientation, (dis-)ability status, national origin, religion, age, and socioeconomic 

status) of clients has become increasingly important in US social work (Alvarez 2013). In 

addition, more universal programs like asset-building and financial capability have also received 

greater interest as social work strategies to address the challenges of income and wealth 

disparities that are not fully addressed by traditional income maintenance programs. 

Walking in Their Worlds: Social Work Models in Rural China 

Working with migrant Muslim minorities as a part of the revitalization strategy represents 

an emerging field of social work in China. This work resonates with social work practice in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (Weld and Appleton 2008). The knowledge base in which Aotearoa New 

Zealand social workers must demonstrate competence includes historical, linguistic, and cultural 

dimensions.  

The double hundred social work service plan of Guangdong Province, China, regards 

social workers as providers of last resort. In other words, these social workers provide basic 

services to ensure people's livelihood. The social workers eat, live, and work together with rural 

villagers. By immersing themselves in village life, social workers better understand the village's 

geography, customs, and people. It is very similar to Aotearoa New Zealand social workers’ 

concept ‘walking in their world’. This process positions social workers to deepen their 

understanding of the village and villagers while establishing trusting relationships with local 
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inhabitants. The villagers often come to regard social workers as their own people and social 

workers refer to the villagers as ‘we’ from the heart (Xiang, Yuan, and Zhang 2020). To fully 

incorporate this process into social work in China, Aotearoa New Zealand’s approach will offer 

rich insights for theory development as well as additional practices and policies.   

 

Lessons from Aotearoa New Zealand: Whare Tapa Wha 

To be registered under SWRLA in Aotearoa New Zealand, social workers must be able to 

describe the content and significance of the Treaty in the nation’s history. Equally, social 

workers must understand how the history of the nation influences current social work practice. In 

addition, they need a working knowledge of the Māori language and culture.   

A model in China might consider the ways that multi-ethnic and multi-cultural social 

work in Aotearoa New Zealand is governed by well-defined ethics and standards. This practice 

has enabled the recognition of such cross-cultural practice models as Whare Tapa Wha, a Māori 

term translated into English as ‘four cornerstones of health’ (Durie 1998; Rochford 2004). The 

four ‘cornerstones’ are taha tinana (physical health); taha hinengaro (emotional health); taha 

whānau (social health); and taha wairua (spiritual health; Figure 1). 

Durie (1998) the author of Whare Tapa Wha, states that the spiritual element, taha 

wairua, is the most essential of the four cornerstones. Through the life-force or mauri, it connects 

humans to the unseen world of faith and links people to the environment. Without this dimension 

operating, people cannot be healthy and will be subject to illness (Durie 1998). Taha tinana 

(physical health) is a more familiar health dimension, but Māori make a distinction between tapu 

and noa. Tapu refers to parts of the body, a person’s head in particular, as being set apart as 

sacred. Noa refers to practices like eating as ordinary, unrestricted aspects of physical health 
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(Durie 1998). Taha hinengaro (emotional or mental health) is the individual’s capacity to 

communicate, think and feel: that mind and body are one. If this cornerstone is non-functional, 

poor health will result because of a breakdown in the harmony between the individual and the 

environment (Durie 1998. Taha whānau (social health) focuses on the importance of the 

extended family to health: the crucial need to belong to the wider family through sharing and 

caring. This cornerstone calls for interdependence, not independence, resulting in healthy people 

(Durie 1998). 

 
Figure 1 - Whare tapa Wha 
Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press Australia from Whaiora: Maōri 
Health Development by Mason Durie © Oxford University Press, www.oup.com.au.  
Reproduced with permission. 
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The knowledge and skills acquired from such models have been accorded recognition as an 

example of a social worker’s cultural responsiveness. Demonstrated competence in ten ‘core 

standards’ (SWRB 2020) is a legal requirement for social workers, set out in SWRLA, 2019.   

The authors suggest that the ‘four cornerstones’ of Whare Tapa Wha offer an appropriate 

cross-cultural model for social work among Chinese ethnic minorities. Zang (2015) notes that the 

government in Beijing encourages traditional medicine among minorities. He comments that 

‘Beijing has trained specialists in minority medicine, and established medical research institutes 

of Tibetan, Mongolian and Uyghur medicine in Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang’ (Zang 2015, 

64-65). Health and well-being are critical elements in social work practice. In fact, professional 

collaboration between social workers and other health professionals is increasing (see, e.g., 

Martin and Rogers 2004). In constructing a social work model for Chinese ethnic minorities, we 

believe that the holistic approach of Whare Tapa Wha is worth considering by our Chinese 

colleagues. This health practice model is the product of a psychiatrist, Professor Mason Durie, 

who himself is Māori but has been trained in Western medicine. Professor Durie’s Whare Tapa 

Wha is a living expression of inter-ethnic health practice used in social work practice in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (Rochford 2004). The authors suggest that this context offers rich 

application to China with its numerous ethnic minority populations (Hattaway 2000). 

Of significance to this article, four out of the ten SWRB standards specifically require 

social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand to demonstrate cultural competence. The first is the 

competence to practice social work with the Māori, the original Indigenous Tangata Whenua, 

literally translated as ‘the people of the land’ (Standard 1); the second is the competence to 

practice social work with other ethnic and cultural groups (Standard 2); the third is ‘to work 

respectfully and inclusively with diversity and difference in practice’ and specifically to 
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‘demonstrate self-awareness’ by ‘critically reflect[ing] on personal values, cultures, knowledge 

and beliefs’ in social work practice (Standard 3). The final competence of relevance to cross-

cultural and multi-ethnic social work practice is Standard 6. This competence sets out an 

expectation that social workers will integrate a ‘critical understanding’ of ‘indigenous practice 

knowledge’ into ‘bi-cultural social work practice’ (SWRB 2020). 

The values required for social work registration are less tangible, but no less significant. 

Social workers must maintain relationships with individual Māori people and Māori 

communities that enhance their dignity, are respectful, mindful of cultural uniqueness, and 

acknowledge cultural identity. In Te Reo Māori these values are expressed as The 

Rangatiratanga and Mana, rich terms which describe the right of Māori to exercise ownership of 

and authority over their unique understanding of spirituality (Munford and Walsh-Tapiata 2006).  

The second standard for culturally competent practice assumes greater significance when 

we consider the increasingly diverse ethnicities making up the population of Aotearoa New 

Zealand, as noted above. Social workers need to demonstrate the ability to walk in the world of 

the people who receive their services (Weld and Appleton 2008). This is the social work value of 

empathy, which is to understand the cultures, beliefs, and values of service recipients.  

For social workers in China to adapt this model, they need to learn with their ethnic 

minority populations. Practices such as oral histories have already been used to help some 

villagers recover and reclaim their history, language, and lifestyle in ways that can be understood 

and shared with their youth and those from other cultures. The place of oral histories delivered 

by storytellers in the context of Indigenous Aotearoa New Zealand social work practice with 

Māori is recounted by Awhina Hollis-English (2012). In an evocative passage, Hollis-English 

(2012, 83) describes this process: 
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Story-telling, much like the collection of oral history, is a common form of passing on 
knowledge, both traditionally and in contemporary Māori society. Kōrerorero (conversations) 
can be used in many ways but often involves long ‘recital type’ discussion where one speaks and 
one listens, with little ‘back and forth’ conversation, then roles change. It is the responsibility of 
the listener, rather than the storyteller herself, to draw lessons and morals from these stories. 

 
There are other ways that social workers can learn to understand culture in order to 

authentically walk in the world of those they serve (Weld and Appleton 2008). In the following 

section, we discuss some approaches from the American context that complement the Whare 

Tapa Wha model. 

 

Lessons from the United States  

The field of social work in the United States has introduced new approaches to financial 

inequality: capability and asset building approach rather than income maintenance strategies. 

Minority community members often disproportionately lack access to financial assets (Lui et al. 

2006). For example, the average African American family has a dime in wealth for every dollar 

possessed by the typical white family (Oliver and Shapiro 2019). However, religious 

congregations have been recognized as a community and cultural asset to provide social services 

for African American and immigrant communities (Cnaan et al. 2002; 2006). Over the last three 

decades, a critique of the income maintenance approach to addressing poverty emerged. In 

Sherraden’s (1991) seminal book, Assets for the Poor, he advanced the idea that asset ownership 

leads to a set of positive outcomes. Included among these are: 1) household stability, 2) future 

orientation, 3) development of other assets, 4) focus, 5) risk taking, 6) increased personal 

efficacy, 7) social influence, 8) political participation, and 9) the welfare of future generations. 

Sherraden (1990, 6) succinctly argued that ‘while income feeds people’s stomachs, assets change 

their heads’. 
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More recently, the term ‘asset-based development’ has been used to contextualize 

community development and create congruence between individuals, families, and systems 

(Green and Haines 2016). Community development strategies regard families as essential units 

of the community that can be strengthened and stabilized with education and employment 

services (Dunst and Trivette 1987). Successful asset-based models support various types of 

families through a range of life challenges including migration and immigration, disability, 

illness, incarceration, substance abuse, and divorce. Asset-based development aligns with 

Caroline Moser’s (1998) asset-vulnerability framework which connects family assets and 

community-development goals. Her concept that accumulating and managing assets can 

minimize the vulnerabilities of individuals and communities during economic crises is 

particularly useful for minority communities. Moser and other scholars recognize the 

resourcefulness of families, and communities, and religious institutions as well as their ability to 

function as agents capable of addressing their own needs and concerns (Shanks et al. 2010); 

Moser and Dani 2008). 

To break the cycle of poverty that can persist in rural communities for generations, 

investing in children or entire families are strategies to borrow from the United States. Inspired 

by asset-based theory, Child Development Accounts (CDAs) are savings and investment 

accounts for children which help households reach goals like post-secondary education, career 

training, and homeownership (Deng 2019). Institutional support to help families set up regular 

savings patterns, increase their financial literacy, and to incentivize saving with matching dollars 

has shown success in the SEED OK program in the United States (Juang, Nam, and Sherraden 

2013). This research found that enhancing financial capability required both improved financial 

knowledge and the institutional support of CDAs. This program was particularly interested in the 
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saving and investing patterns of African Americans, Native Americans and Hispanics. A few 

examples of faith-based asset-building programs also show promise for African Americans. 

The Xinjiang Autonomous Region established a three-year pilot project in Hutubi County 

to “make dead assets alive” by assisting rural farmers to leverage their retirement accounts as 

legal collateral to secure small loans and invest in assets such as livestock, education, and/or 

small business (Sherraden et al. 2020, 43). Researchers from Washington University and the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences found that these rural farmers built financial assets. 

Another pilot project led by PolyU’s Ku Hok Bun (Ben) and colleagues with ethnic minorities in 

rural Yuyan and Guangdong provinces and rural Sichuan focused on cultural assets. Women 

participating in this pilot built cultural assets by preserving Indigenous ethnic artifacts and crafts. 

Ultimately, these women strengthened their cultural identity and gained control over their 

livelihood and financial future. For the Hui Muslims, these programs may offer benefits that 

align with their cultural and community assets, particularly their religious congregations. 

Conclusion 

Approaches presented by scholars in both Aotearoa New Zealand and the United States 

lead us to explore ways to adopt and adapt these social work theories and practices for China’s 

context and culture. To do so, we suggest an iterative process whereby scholars in China ask 

questions to help garner the necessary collective knowledge. This is essential to develop a 

culturally authentic model. Below are the questions these authors propose to help maintain our 

dialogue and test ideas to advance a new social work education model for China’s revitalization: 

1. How can we best use our position…to assist us all to make sense of what is going on, 
so that together we can contribute to sustainable change?  
2. How can we make the best possible contribution to the improvement and well-being 
of those we serve?  
3. How can we share our ideas and emerging goals in ways that do not stultify debate but 
assist learning about the ‘bigger picture’?  
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4. How do we implement plans that we have agreed with partners?  
(Attwood et al. 2003, 31-32, emphasis added). 
 

While the United States and Aotearoa New Zealand undoubtedly have different 

approaches to social work than China, we believe that the kind of collaborative approach offered 

in this paper will enrich each participating scholar and their communities. This partnership will 

add to other international collaborations in China (Jackson et al 2021; Lei et al 2021). Adopting a 

culturally authentic practice, culturally responsive competencies, and evidence-based 

foundations that draws from the strengths of the specific minority population will provide social 

workers with a dynamic vision for approaching social work. Facilitating internal exchanges and 

dialogue is particularly urgent for China’s social workers. China also has much to teach the 

social work profession through a reciprocated learning process (Dominelli 2020). 

As discussed by Wang (2011), the Chinese approach was to take educated social workers 

and insert them into a nascent system that was not yet prepared to provide the necessary support 

for the ethnic minority population in question. As such, this article suggests advancing an 

exchange with United States and Aotearoa New Zealand scholars that encourages future research 

and collaboration. This might take many forms. One might be to develop a coalition with social 

workers from all three countries to develop a more comprehensive and effective system of social 

work education for China’s ethnic minority population and its country as a whole. Borrowing 

from the tenets of models in these other countries, Chinese social work should foster the 

dedication of educated professionals who hope to aid in social change on a personal, structural, 

and sociocultural level. The revitalization strategy and related urban-rural interactions provide 

opportunities to enrich social work as an international profession. Promoting transformation, by 

reshaping urban-rural relations and achieving rural-urban integration, will create coordinated and 
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sustainable development for the economy, society, culture, education, ecology, and technology in 

a scientific way. This will address the principal contradiction between unbalanced and 

inadequate development and the ever-growing needs of the Chinese people for a better life in the 

new era.  
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