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Abstract 

 
This chapter explores the 

multifaceted realm of 

international migration and the 

essential role of social work 

within it. It delves into the 

historical context and diverse 

drivers of international 

migration and illuminates the 

challenges faced by migrants. It 

emphasizes the values and 

ethics guiding social work in 

the context of international 

migration to provide culturally 

competent, trauma-informed 

care, advocate for migrant 

rights, and support cultural 

adjustment.  

Case studies showcase successful and 

replicable social work interventions for 

international migrants. This chapter highlights 

the crucial role of social work in addressing the 

complexities of international migration and 

advocating for a more inclusive and 

compassionate society through interventions 

and studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 
  

In an increasingly interconnected world, the movement of people across 

national borders has become a defining feature of contemporary global society. 

International migration, often described as a multifaceted and dynamic 

phenomenon, is propelled by an intricate interplay of economic, political, social, 

and environmental forces (Lee et al., 2020, O‘Reilly, 2022). The ever-growing 

mobility of the world‘s population underscores the profound changes taking 

place on a global scale, with international migration at its forefront. As people 

cross borders in pursuit of safety, opportunity, or a new beginning, the 

complexities and nuances of migration demand attention from social workers 

who are uniquely positioned to address its multifarious facets. 

 

This chapter serves as an exploratory voyage into the confluence of 

international migration and the venerable social work profession. Within its 

pages, we delve deep into the dynamics of migration, unravelling the myriad 

threads that drive individuals and families to traverse continents and cultures. 

We examine the challenges etched into the journey of migrants, including 

cultural adjustment, discrimination, legal intricacies, and more. These 

challenges underscore the pressing need for the involvement of social work 

professionals who are well-equipped to address the complex and diverse needs 

of migrants. 

 

At the heart of this chapter lies an unwavering testament to the 

indomitable commitment of the social work profession. It reaffirms the 

enduring dedication to core values, including social justice, human rights, and 

the overall well-being of individuals and communities. These principles stand 

tall, unwavering in the face of borders and boundaries, for social work knows 

no bounds when it comes to ensuring that the rights and dignity of all, 

regardless of their place of origin, are protected and celebrated. 

 

Dynamics of International Migration 
 

International migration is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by a 

complex interplay of historical, economic, political, social, and environmental 

factors. Understanding these dynamics is crucial to appreciate the diverse 

motivations behind migration and the challenges faced by migrants. 

 

Historical Perspective on International Migration 
 

International migration is not a recent development but rather a historical 

constant. People have been on the move for centuries, often driven by a desire 

for better opportunities, security, or a search for a better life. The historical 
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context of migration helps us appreciate the long-standing nature of this 

phenomenon (Solimano, 2010). Throughout history, migration patterns have 

been influenced by factors such as colonization, labour demand, political 

conflicts, and globalization. Population movements have always been part of 

human history, driven by demographic growth, climatic change, economic 

needs, warfare, and the formation of nations, states and empires, resulting in 

both voluntary and forced migrations (Castles, 2000). For example, the mass 

migration of Europeans to the Americas during the 19th and 20th centuries was 

driven by a combination of economic opportunities and political unrest in their 

home countries (Florea, 2023). Similarly, the post-World War II period saw 

significant migration movements in Europe and third-world countries due to the 

reconstruction efforts and the search for stability (Reimers, 1981). 

 

Causes of International Migration 
 

International migration is a response to a variety of push and pull factors 

(Khalid & Urbański, 2021). Migration is also determined by different types of 

barriers or intervening obstacles (Malmberg, 2021). These causes can be 

broadly categorised into economic, political, and social factors, each of which 

plays a role in the decision to migrate. 

 

Economic Factors 

 

Economic opportunities are a powerful driver of international migration. 

People often leave their home countries in search of better employment 

prospects, higher wages, and improved living conditions. Economic disparities 

between countries or regions often create incentives for migration. For example, 

individuals from lower-income countries migrate to more prosperous ones for 

better job prospects (Dinbabo & Nyasulu, 2015). 

 

Political Factors 

 

Political instability, conflict, and persecution are significant push factors 

for migration. People fleeing violence, war, or oppressive regimes seek safety 

and protection in other countries. Refugees and asylum-seekers are primary 

examples of those driven by political factors to migrate. The plight of Syrian 

refugees, for instance, highlights the critical role that political instability can 

play in international migration (Czaika et al., 2019). 

 

Social Factors 

 

Social factors such as family reunification, education, or marriage can 

also lead to migration. For example, individuals may migrate to join family 
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members who have already settled in a different country or pursue educational 

opportunities abroad (Arif, 2019). 

 

Types of International Migrants 

 

International migration encompasses various categories of migrants, each with 

its unique circumstances and legal status. Understanding these categories is 

essential in providing targeted support and services to migrants. 

 

Forced Migration 

 

Forced migration includes refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs), 

and asylum-seekers. These individuals are compelled to leave their homes due 

to violence, persecution, or disasters. Social workers play a crucial role in 

providing support to forced migrants, including trauma-informed care and 

assistance with the asylum process (Abel et al., 2018; Becker & Ferrara, 2019).  

 

Voluntary Migration  
 

Voluntary migrants move by choice, seeking better economic or social 

opportunities. This category includes labour migrants, expatriates, and 

individuals who migrate for personal reasons. Social workers can assist 

voluntary migrants with acculturation, cultural adjustment, and addressing the 

challenges associated with relocation (Ottonelli & Torresi, 2018). 

 

Refugee Movements 

  
The movement of refugees, often across multiple countries, highlights the 

transnational nature of migration. Social workers may be involved in various 

stages of refugee movements, from providing immediate assistance in refugee 

camps to facilitating integration in host countries (Long, 2013). 

 

Understanding the dynamics of international migration is crucial for 

social workers as they navigate the complexities of assisting migrants from 

diverse backgrounds. It informs the assessment of needs, the development of 

culturally sensitive interventions, and the advocacy for policies that promote the 

well-being and rights of migrants. 

 

Challenges Faced by Migrants 
 

Migration is often accompanied by a range of challenges that can 

profoundly impact the well-being of migrants. These challenges vary depending 
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on an individual‘s circumstances, including their migration status, destination, 

and personal background. 

 

Acculturation and Cultural Adjustment 
 

One of the most immediate and pervasive challenges faced by migrants is 

acculturation and cultural adjustment. Acculturation refers to the process of 

adapting to a new culture, including its language, customs, values, and norms. 

This process can be particularly challenging for migrants, as they often 

encounter cultural differences that may be vastly different from their home 

country. Acculturative stress, which arises from the difficulties of navigating 

these differences, can lead to mental health issues (Belhadj Kouider et al., 2014; 

Priebe et al., 2016). 

 

Language barriers are a significant aspect of acculturation challenges. 

Migrants who do not speak the language of their host country may face barriers 

to accessing essential services, finding employment, or interacting with the local 

community. Social workers often play a pivotal role in providing language 

support and culturally sensitive interventions to facilitate migrants‘ cultural 

adjustment (Wylie et al., 2018). 

 

Discrimination and Racism 
 

Migrants, especially those from marginalized or minority backgrounds, 

may face discrimination and racism in their host countries (Jefferys, 2014). 

Discrimination can manifest in various forms, including unequal treatment in 

employment, housing, and education. It can also result in social exclusion and 

the denial of basic rights. Discrimination and racism can lead to significant 

psychological and emotional distress for migrants, making it crucial for social 

workers to address these issues. 

 

Family Separation and Reunification 

 

Family separation is a common experience among migrants, particularly 

those who leave their home countries in search of better opportunities. The 

decision to migrate often entails leaving behind loved ones, and this separation 

can be emotionally distressing. Migrants may face the challenge of maintaining 

family connections across borders, dealing with loneliness, and coping with the 

absence of their support networks (Arenas et al., 2021). 

 

Conversely, family reunification can also pose challenges. Social workers 

are often involved in helping families navigate the legal and bureaucratic 

processes required to reunite with family members who have migrated to a 
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different country. This may involve understanding immigration laws, and 

documentation requirements, and ensuring that families can be reunited legally 

and safely. 

 

Economic Hardship 
 

While many migrants seek improved economic opportunities, they often 

face initial economic hardship. This is particularly true for refugees and asylum-

seekers who may arrive in a new country with limited resources (Egoz & de 

Nardi, 2017). Social workers can provide essential support by connecting 

migrants with financial assistance programs, employment opportunities, and 

resources for basic needs. 

 

Legal and Immigration Issues 
 

Legal and immigration issues are pervasive challenges for migrants, 

especially those without proper documentation or status. Social workers may 

assist migrants in navigating the complex and often changing legal systems of 

their host countries, helping them understand their rights, access legal 

representation, and pursue avenues for regularization of their immigration 

status. 

 

Understanding these challenges is fundamental for social workers 

working with migrants. By recognizing the obstacles migrants face and tailoring 

their interventions to address them, social workers can play a critical role in 

promoting the well-being and successful integration of migrants into their host 

societies. 

 

Role of Social Work in International Migration 
 

Social work plays a critical role in addressing the unique challenges and 

needs of migrants in the context of international migration. This section 

explores the values, ethics, and historical context that underpin social work's 

involvement in this field. 

 

Values and Ethics of Social Work in a Global Context 

 

The profession of social work is rooted in a set of core values and ethics 

that emphasize the promotion of social justice, respect for human rights, and the 

well-being of individuals and communities (International Federation of Social 

Workers [IFSW], 2021). These values serve as a strong foundation for social 

workers‘ involvement in international migration. In the context of migration, 
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social workers are guided by the principles of equity, inclusivity, and cultural 

competence. 

 

Social workers are often at the forefront of assisting migrants, and these 

values guide their practice. They work to ensure that migrants are treated with 

dignity and respect, regardless of their immigration status, and that their rights 

are protected throughout the migration process. 

 

Historical Role of Social Work in Assisting Migrants 
 

Social work has a long history of engagement with migrants, dating back 

to the late 19th and early 20th centuries when social workers were involved in 

assisting immigrants arriving in the United States (Potocky & Naseh, 2020). 

Their work encompassed helping newcomers navigate unfamiliar systems, 

providing support, and advocating for improved living conditions. 

 

The historical role of social work in assisting migrants has evolved to 

address the changing needs and challenges of different migrant populations 

(Jani & Reisch, 2018). Today, social workers are involved in various stages of 

the migration process, from pre-migration support in countries of origin to post-

migration integration and support in host countries. 

 

Strengths Perspective and Cultural Competence in Social Work Practice 
 

Social work with migrants is often informed by the strengths perspective, 

which focuses on identifying and leveraging an individual‘s or community‘s 

strengths and resources to address challenges (George, 2012). Social workers 

strive to empower migrants to overcome obstacles, build resilience, and achieve 

their goals. This approach aligns with the idea that migrants bring valuable 

skills, experiences, and assets to their host countries. 

 

Cultural competence is another essential aspect of social work practice in 

the context of international migration (Radjack et al., 2020). Social workers aim 

to understand the cultural backgrounds and unique needs of migrants, 

recognising the diversity among them. They adapt their interventions to be 

culturally sensitive, ensuring that the services provided are relevant and 

respectful of migrants‘ beliefs and practices. 

 

The role of social work in international migration is both complex and 

multifaceted. It encompasses a range of activities, from direct service provision 

to advocacy for migrant rights, policy development, and research. Social 

workers are instrumental in providing critical support to migrants as they 

navigate the challenges of migration and integration into new societies. 
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Social Work Interventions and Best Practices 
 

Social work interventions in the realm of international migration are 

multifaceted, encompassing a wide range of strategies and practices aimed at 

addressing the challenges and promoting the well-being of migrants (Potocky & 

Naseh, 2020). Here, we examine some key interventions and best practices 

employed by social workers. 

 

Assessment and Needs Analysis 
 

One of the first steps in working with migrants is conducting a thorough 

assessment and needs analysis (Nipperess & Williams, 2020). This process 

involves gathering information about the individual or family‘s background, 

their migration journey, and their current circumstances. Social workers use 

various assessment tools to identify the specific needs, strengths, and 

vulnerabilities of the migrants. This information serves as the basis for 

developing tailored intervention plans. 

 

Cultural Sensitivity and Competency in Social Work Practice 
 

Cultural sensitivity is essential when working with diverse migrant 

populations. Social workers strive to understand and respect the cultural 

backgrounds, beliefs, and values of the individuals they serve. Cultural 

competence involves the ability to adapt interventions to be culturally relevant 

and to ensure that services are respectful of migrants‘ cultural practices. 

 

For example, a social worker assisting refugee families from different 

cultural backgrounds may need to be aware of and address specific cultural 

practices related to family structure, communication, and trauma responses. 

Cultural competence helps build trust and rapport, making interventions more 

effective (Radjack et al., 2020). 

 

Mental Health Support and Trauma-Informed Care 
 

Many migrants have experienced traumatic events, such as conflict, 

violence, or displacement. Social workers are often involved in providing 

mental health support and employing trauma-informed care principles (Wylie et 

al., 2018). This approach recognises the impact of trauma on individuals and 

emphasizes creating a safe and supportive environment. Trauma-informed care 

involves understanding the signs and symptoms of trauma, using non-re-

traumatising approaches, and offering appropriate mental health services. 

 

 



 Jasmine Mathew and Joseph Kuncheria 

103 

Advocacy for Immigrant Rights and Policies 
 

Social workers frequently engage in advocacy to promote immigrant 

rights and influence policies that impact migrants (Haidar & smith, 2017). This 

advocacy may take various forms, including: 

 Lobbying for changes in immigration policies to make them more 

humane and just. 

 Providing legal aid and support for migrants facing deportation or 

immigration issues. 

 Raising awareness about the rights and entitlements of migrants within 

host countries. 

 Social workers often work in collaboration with advocacy organizations 

and legal experts to effect change on both individual and systemic levels 

(Roth et al., 2018). 

 

Access to Education and Employment Opportunities 
 

Social workers play a significant role in helping migrants access 

education and employment opportunities. This can include assisting with 

enrolment in language courses, providing career counselling, and connecting 

migrants with job training programs and employment resources. Education and 

employment are essential components of successful integration and self-

sufficiency (Thomas, 2016). 

 

Family and Community Support Systems 
 

Supporting family and community ties is crucial in social work with 

migrants. Social workers help migrants maintain connections with family 

members, provide family counselling when necessary, and engage in 

community-building activities. Building social support networks can help 

migrants adapt to their new environment and reduce feelings of isolation 

(Reynolds & Bacon, 2018). 

 

Integration and Social Inclusion Programmes 
 

Social workers are often involved in developing and implementing 

integration programmes that promote the social inclusion of migrants. These 

programmes may include orientation classes, cultural exchange events, and 

community-building initiatives that aim to bridge the gap between migrants and 

the host society (Reynolds & Bacon, 2018). 

 

By employing these interventions and best practices, social workers are 

well-equipped to address the complex challenges faced by migrants and 
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promote their well-being, empowerment, and successful integration into their 

new communities. 

 

Challenges and Ethical Dilemmas 
 

Social work in the field of international migration presents unique 

challenges and ethical dilemmas that practitioners must navigate. Understanding 

these challenges is essential for ensuring ethical and effective service provision. 

 

Ethical Considerations in Working with Undocumented Migrants 
 

One of the most significant ethical challenges faced by social workers in 

the context of international migration is working with undocumented migrants. 

Ethical considerations often revolve around the tension between upholding the 

principles of social work, including respect for individual dignity and human 

rights and adhering to immigration laws. 

 

Social workers may encounter situations where undocumented migrants 

require critical services, such as healthcare, housing, or protection from abuse. 

Balancing the duty to protect vulnerable individuals with the risk of legal 

repercussions can be a significant ethical dilemma. Social workers must 

carefully consider how to provide support while complying with legal 

requirements. 

 

Balancing the Rights and Responsibilities of Host Countries and Migrants 
 

Another ethical challenge pertains to balancing the rights and 

responsibilities of host countries and migrants. Host countries have a 

responsibility to protect their citizens and maintain their legal and immigration 

systems. This may lead to ethical tensions when social workers advocate for the 

rights of migrants, which may include challenging or circumventing 

immigration policies. 

 

Social workers need to navigate this ethical dilemma by advocating for 

fair and just immigration policies, ensuring that migrants' rights are respected, 

and working within the boundaries of the legal systems in which they operate. 

This may involve collaborating with legal experts or advocacy organizations to 

effect change on a systemic level. 

 

Political and Legal Constraints in Providing Services 
 

Social workers may encounter political and legal constraints when 

providing services to migrants, particularly in contexts where migration is a 
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contentious issue. This can manifest as restrictions on funding for services, 

limitations on service delivery, or changes in government policies that impact 

the availability of resources. 

 

Social workers must navigate these challenges by advocating for the 

continuity of services and the protection of migrant rights. Building alliances 

with other stakeholders, such as community organizations and legal 

professionals, can help address political and legal constraints that affect service 

provision. 

 

Burnout and Self-Care for Social Workers 
 

Working in the field of international migration can be emotionally 

demanding, as social workers frequently encounter individuals and families who 

have experienced trauma and adversity. Social workers may experience burnout 

due to the emotional toll of their work, compounded by the ethical dilemmas 

and challenges they face. 

 

To address this, social workers must prioritize self-care and seek 

supervision and support from colleagues or mentors. By ensuring their well-

being, social workers can better navigate the complex ethical issues that arise in 

their practice while continuing to provide high-quality services to migrants. 

 

Successful Social Work Interventions with International Migrants: Case 

Studies 
 

Case Study 1: The Karen Chemical Dependency Collaboration 
  

The Collaborative Model for Promoting Integration of Existing Systems 

and New Refugee-Background Communities was implemented to build 

partnerships across sectors, centre participatory processes and mutual learning, 

and ensure adaptation on the part of both existing systems and Karen people. It 

aimed to reduce harmful alcohol use in the Karen community by identifying 

culturally relevant substance use treatment, training for Karen interpreters, 

capacity building for Karen faith leaders, and culturally relevant prevention 

education. The Collaboration successfully engaged representatives across a 

diverse range of sectors and developed several community education tools and 

interventions. Its accomplishments include the development of a manualized, 

culturally specific, trauma-informed outpatient group treatment programme for 

adult Karen men who engage in harmful alcohol use. Moreover, social workers 

engaged in strengths-based work to promote inclusivity and equity (McCleary et 

al., 2018).  
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Case Study 2: Jewish Family and Community Services (JFCS) Peer Support 

Programme 

 

Jewish Family and Children‘s Services (JFCS) adopted the Center for 

Torture and Trauma Survivors‘ (CTTS) clubhouse model for an eight-week 

open-format support group. The group followed an open format in which men 

or women were invited to participate and drop-in attendance was permitted. 

Peer facilitators received training in group dynamics, cultural sensitivity, and 

recognizing and referring individuals in need of mental health services or at risk 

of harm to self or others to appropriate resources. The program combined a 

variety of therapies into one cohesive strengths-based support group 

environment. Session content included emotional exploration, education on 

topics ranging from building a resume to symptoms of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), traditional healing methods such as dance and movement 

therapy, art and music therapy, as well as meditation, storytelling, cooking and 

eating, and bead working depending on the preference of the group. The 

emotional exploration provided community building, normalization, support, 

and acceptance, which led to decreased feelings of isolation, depressive 

symptoms, anxiety, and PTSD symptoms. The programme provided a cohesive 

and strengths-based environment that promotes healing and recovery (Block et 

al., 2018). 

 

Case Study 3: Conversation Club 
 

Conversation Club is a group mentoring intervention for Canadian 

newcomer youth, implemented by Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) of Peel 

Province in response to the needs of diverse youth in the community. The 

programme was initiated in 2009, in association with local settlement 

organizations and libraries. The Club‘s success led to its expansion to local 

schools, libraries, community centres, and settlement agencies throughout 

Ontario. The group facilitators were responsible for fostering a collaborative 

atmosphere, providing direction, promoting positive change, and ensuring the 

group stayed focused. The Conversation Club's primary goal was to meet the 

needs of newcomer youth by addressing their concerns and implementing 

lessons that adequately addressed them. Through collaboration, the programme 

aimed to empower newcomer youth to maintain their cultural identity while 

exploring Canadian culture and making new friends (Pryce et al., 2018). 

 

These case studies highlight the diverse and impactful interventions 

social workers can employ in the context of international migration. By 

providing collaborative support, group work, and empowering migrants through 

education and support, social workers play a crucial role in helping migrants 

rebuild their lives and integrate into new communities. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

In the intricate and ever-evolving landscape of international migration, 

social work stands as a beacon of hope and support for those who journey in 

search of safety, better opportunities, or a new beginning. The challenges faced 

by migrants are as diverse as the reasons that lead them to leave their 

homelands, and social workers have risen to the occasion, demonstrating 

resilience, compassion, and an unwavering commitment to the well-being of 

individuals and communities. 

 

Throughout this chapter, we have explored the dynamics of international 

migration, the ethical dilemmas faced by social workers, and the various 

interventions and best practices employed in this field. We have seen how social 

workers play a pivotal role in providing trauma-informed care, advocating for 

immigrant rights, and supporting migrant cultural adjustment. We have 

witnessed examples of social workers making a significant impact, from 

empowering refugee youth through education to influencing policy changes that 

prevent family separations. 

 

The values and ethics of social work serve as guiding principles, steering 

practitioners to ensure that migrants are treated with dignity and respect and that 

their rights are upheld throughout the migration process. The strengths 

perspective, cultural competence, and trauma-informed care inform the practice 

of social workers who seek to empower migrants, reduce their vulnerabilities, 

and promote their resilience. Despite the challenges and ethical dilemmas that 

may arise, social workers continue to advocate for migrants and work within the 

constraints of the political and legal systems to provide much-needed support. 

In the face of burnout, they prioritize self-care, recognizing that their well-being 

is essential to their ability to effect change and improve the lives of migrants. 

 

International migration remains a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, 

and the role of social work within this field is continuously evolving. Social 

workers are called to engage with compassion, cultural sensitivity, and an 

unyielding commitment to human rights. They are catalysts for change, offering 

hope, support, and empowerment to migrants who are embarking on new 

beginnings. 

 

As we conclude this chapter, it's crucial to recognize the incredible 

resilience and determination of migrants. Despite facing extraordinary 

challenges, they continue to persevere, inspiring social workers and the broader 

community to build a more inclusive, just, and compassionate society. We 

should view the movement of people not as a threat but as an opportunity to 

enrich the tapestry of humanity. Additionally, the multifaceted challenges that 



International Social Work: Navigating the Complex Terrain of Migration 

108 

migrants face call for social work research into the dynamic phenomenon of 

international migration. 

 

The future of social work in international migration holds the promise of 

continued innovation, advocacy, and the fostering of global solidarity. With 

each intervention, each advocacy effort, and each hand extended in support, 

social workers contribute to a brighter and more equitable future for migrants 

worldwide. Their tireless dedication exemplifies the very essence of social 

work—promoting social justice and human rights for all, regardless of their 

place of origin. 
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