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South Africa has seen increasing numbers of skilled and unskilled migrants coming into the country legally and illegally. Social work
is a global profession and some of the skilled migrants coming to South Africa are social workers with foreign qualifications. This
qualitative research was motivated by the need to understand the challenges faced by Zimbabwean social workers who are
practising in a township in Gauteng province. Findings indicate that foreign social workers face challenges trying to navigate the
work space in South Africa. This study makes a contribution to debates on the migration of professionals as an important policy
issue for South Africa.
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THE CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED BY ZIMBABWEAN SOCIAL
WORKERS PRACTISING IN GAUTENG TOWNSHIPS

Clarity Mangena, Ajwang’ Warria

INTRODUCTION

International migration flows seem to have increased considerably over the past few
years (Wojczewski et al., 2015) and this continues to be a crucial aspect of global
agendas as it has vast socio-economic and cultural implications for both sending and
receiving countries (Kul, n.d.). The mobility of workers worldwide, as in South Africa,
Is an increasingly important phenomenon and social workers are part of this global
trend. Indeed, according to Beddoe and Fouché (2014:i193), “mobile practitioners are
navigating the opportunities and challenges by working and living in countries other
than where they obtained their professional qualification”.

Globalisation has also been heralded as a push factor in the migration for work purposes.
Other causes that make people pursue work opportunities outside their countries of
origin include high unemployment rates there, poor economic conditions, low wages and
lack of opportunities, desire to gain international experience, and improved lifestyle
(Tevera & Chikanda, 2009). Countries which have been documented as receiving a lot
of labour migrants include the UK, Australia, Canada and South Africa, whereas the
sending countries are Mexico, Philippines, China, Zimbabwe, Somalia, Nigeria, India
and Ethiopia. Labour migrants currently in South Africa have been reported to come
mainly from Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Malawi, Ethiopia, Somalia and the Democratic
Republic of Congo. Numerous studies on migration and development have focused on
the migration of unskilled migrants (Khan, 2008; Mawadza, 2008; Neocosmos, 2010),
whereas the number of studies on skilled migrants is limited (Dodson, 2001; Rasool &
Botha, 2011; Tinarwo, 2011).

Evans, Huxley and Munroe (2006) reported that skilled migrants face challenges in
countries of resettlement and working in a new country requires adaptation. For
adaptation to be successful, Olivier and Govindjee (2013) and Mupedziswa (2015)
recommend that legal responses should ensure protection of migrant’s rights and access
to social protection. World Bank reports and Bamu’s (2015) study report that labour
migration (whether formal or informal) impacts on development and policies. Studies in
South Africa have focused on the experiences of unskilled migrants and the challenges
that they face (Crush & William, 2003; Everett, 2011; Neocosmos, 2010). However,
studies on skilled migrants by Bartley et al. (2011), Evans et al. (2006) and Castles and
Miller (2003) indicate that migrants make positive contributions to the economies of
countries of resettlement, yet this rarely gets recognition and their contributions are
mostly perceived negatively.
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TRANSNATIONAL/ INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK

International social work is an aspect of social work which allows “flexibility in
considering a variety of practices and structures. It enables the discussion to include, for
example, a situation in which a social worker goes from one country to another country
in order to practice” (Hugman, 2010:13). Warria, Nel and Triegaardt (2015) assert that
internationalisation and globalisation affect social workers and they become involved in
social service initiatives related to providing care outside their countries of origin
through transnationalisation of care and/or globalisation of practice. Other studies by
Negi and Furman (2010), Roestenburg (2013) and Hessle (2007) have looked at social
work practice in the context of migration, globalisation, international development work
and integration of immigrants in host countries.

Yeates (2011) studied transnationalisation of care, and Moriarty, Hussein, Manthorpe
and Stevens (2012) researched trends in international labour mobility with a specific
focus on social workers. A later study by Hanna and Lyons (2014) looked at European
social workers practising in England and highlighted the “local realities” that social
workers are expected to intervene in, yet their training might not have entirely provided
for that. This study by Hanna and Lyons (2014) built on a study by Pullen-Sansfacon,
Brown and Graham’s research (2012a), which emphasised the importance of
understanding professional and context-specific adaptation processes of international
social workers.

The findings from a study on transnational social work in New Zealand (Bartley,
Beddoe, Fouché and Harington, 2012) indicate that in as much as the social workers
were able to make good use of wide-ranging professional training and skills, they
complained about the provision and the varied consistency of quality induction. In
addition, Bartley et al. (2012) report that although registration with professional social
work bodies is not compulsory, when foreign social workers engaged with the process,
they found it to be time-consuming and expensive. Several studies have also indicated
that highly structured employment induction is necessary universally for transnational
social workers (Bartley et al., 2012; Simpson, 2009; Tinarwo, 2011; Welbourne,
Harrison & Ford, 2007; kry nie in bibliografie White, 2006). Zanca and Miscas’s (2016)
study highlighted social workers’ challenges as related to adjusting culturally and the
study also noted differences in policies, procedures and systems, which supports earlier
findings by Firth (2004) that social work training does not necessarily enable social
workers to migrate easily and practise smoothly. Indeed, how a social worker practises
will be influenced by the culture and the specific cultural reference points in a given
country context (Simpson, 2009). The challenges identified by Bain and Evans (2013) in
studying German social workers in England include language challenges, bureaucracy
(e.g. system structured around procedures, hierarchies and control), adaptation of
professional training (skills and knowledge) and the absence of a culture of professional
dialogue in teams. In a multi-country study focusing on South Africa, Canada and
England, Pullen-Sansfacon, Spolander and Engelbrecht (2012b) report challenges to
include recognition of qualifications, adjustment to new role, integration into the
workplace, discrimination during job searches and, on a personal level, exclusion from
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team decision making, for example. In Bolzman’s (2015) study on the diverse
transnational practice dimensions of social workers in Switzerland the implication seems
to be that challenges could arise from the social workers’ different social trajectories,
experiences and resources, and their understanding of the social work profession.
Migrants worldwide have been perceived as vulnerable, but they can also be actors of
social work practices and contribute to innovative interventions (Bartley et al., 2012;
Bolzman, 2015; Kul, n.d.).

A literature search reveals that not much has been written about the migration of social
workers into South Africa, but more on why social workers want to leave or have left
South Africa. Experiences of South African social workers in the UK were explored by
Naidoo and Kasiram (2006) and the reasons for leaving South Africa included high case
load, lack of resources, resistance and need for security when entering high-risk areas,
and dissatisfaction with service conditions. The benefits mentioned have been echoed in
other international studies such as those by Bartley et al. (2012) and Tinarwo (2011);
they include upward mobility and professional development, supervision and improved
working conditions. However, transnational social workers from South Africa identified
challenges related to social isolation, inability to perform cultural and spiritual rituals,
bureaucratic work structures and professional jealousy (Naidoo & Kasiram, 2006).

In South Africa a major study was commissioned by the Department of Labour that
looked at social work as a scarce and critical skill (Earle, 2008). The study reported that
in October 2005, according to statistics from the South African Council for Social
Services Professions (SACSSP), there were only about 11,100 social workers registered
in South Africa. This statistic is a matter of concern in relation to the ever-increasing
social challenges faced by individuals, families and communities in South Africa as well
as the high turnover rate for social workers. High caseloads have also been reported in
social workers leading to burnout and frustration, resulting in most of them either
leaving the profession altogether or emigrating to practise in other countries such as the
UK and Australia (Engelbrecht, 2006). In the light of this, South Africa has been able to
absorb social workers from other countries, especially from Zimbabwe. Other countries
such as New Zealand, Canada, the UK and Australia have also been actively recruiting
social workers to fill shortages that cannot be met internally (Bartley et al., 2012;
Pullen-Sansfacon et al., 2012b). Tinarwo (2011) conducted a study on Zimbabwean
social workers in the UK. However, a gap in the research has been noted in relation to
work-related experiences of international (especially Zimbabwean) social workers in
South Africa. In as much as social work is heavily context-dependent, and responses and
resources to attend to people’s needs vary according to local circumstances, it would be
interesting to gain an understanding on the challenges experienced by Zimbabwean
social workers in Gauteng. This is because Zimbabweans are the largest group of
foreigners in South Africa (Forced Migration Studies Programme (FMSP), 2007;
Ngomane, 2010), while anecdotal evidence also suggests that the majority of foreign
social workers recently registered and practising in South Africa are from Zimbabwe.
The Zimbabwean Financial Gazette (2016) recently highlighted that Zimbabwean-
trained social workers are shunning the profession and either leaving the country to
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practise elsewhere or changing professions. It is hoped that this study will contribute to
debates on and the practice knowledge of international social work, especially in South
Africa.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research approach was adopted for the study to harness rich details of the
lived experiences of the participants. A narrative research design was used in the study,
as it is assumed that people’s lives encompass a variety of untold stories about events
that have either a positive or a negative impact on them. This research design was
effective because it provided more holistic accounts and views of the individuals and
their lived experiences.

Triangulation of sampling was applied and two non-probability sampling techniques
were used:

e Purposive sampling: this was based on the judgement of the researcher in identifying
study participants with knowledge of practising social work in a township; and

e Snowball sampling: the researcher requested the first few participants identified
using purposive sampling to provide names of other social workers working in the
township (Strydom & Delport, 2012).

The selection criteria used were that the social workers should be registered to practise
with the SACSSP, should have Zimbabwean citizenship, should have been working in
the township for at least one year, and were willing and available during the data-
collection period. For the entire study 10 participants were interviewed. The
demographic information is provided in the table below.

Table 1
Demographic Information
Participant 1 (234 |5 |6 |7/]|8]9/ 10
Gender: Male (M)/ Female (F) MIMFFM|FI M M|F|M|F
Age 28 13531133 |29|36|39(30|31|29
Practice experience in South Africa 511067 | 5|86 9|79

Individual, in-depth, face-to-face interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
interview schedule (Creswell, 2002) and in English language. The interview schedule
consisted of several questions and supported the narrative research design of the study
(Bryman, 2004). However, this paper is based on the participants’ responses to the
following interview question: “What kinds of challenges have you and/or your
Zimbabwean colleagues faced whilst working in South Africa?” All the interviews were
audio-recorded, with the participants’ consent, and subsequently transcribed verbatim.
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Participation in the study was voluntary and the participants were allowed to withdraw
from the study at any time. Ethics approval was obtained from the University of the
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Witwatersrand’s Human Research Ethics (Non-Medical) Committee prior to data
collection. Informed consent was granted by all study participants. To protect
participants’ privacy, they are identified using codes and the name of the township
where they practised has been withheld.

The first author of the article collected the data for the study. The author is a
Zimbabwean citizen, female, in her early twenties and was studying at a South African
university, with family working in the health and social care field in the UK. The author
was able to recruit the study participants with ease because they were from the same
country. However, she maintained objectivity throughout the study through debriefing
with her research supervisor regularly, as she could identify with some of the issues
being raised by the study participants.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The researcher used a small, purposively chosen population sample that had rich
information and which was likely to elucidate responses to the interview schedule.
Therefore the findings in this study cannot be generalised to a larger population. In
addition, another limitation was the sampling bias. This study may not reflect the
experiences of other foreign social workers practising in other South African townships
as it focused only on a small number of Zimbabwean social workers practising in
townships in Gauteng Province.

INTEGRATED DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Leaving one’s country of origin to go and work in another country is not an easy
decision. In addition, it is not guaranteed that once a person gets a job that everything is
going to run smoothly. Some of the challenges that the Zimbabwean social workers
highlighted in this study, which will be discussed next, include: registration with
SACSSP, unfair labour practices, language adaptation, hostility from the local
community and safety concerns.

Practice registration with professional body

The Zimbabwean social workers interviewed mainly studied in Zimbabwe and thus had
to apply to the social work professional body to be allowed to practise in South Africa.
This is what Papadopoulos (2016) has referred to as the politics of recognition, which
can be found worldwide in the context of migrating qualifications. The participants in
this study reported that the professional registration process was appalling and lengthy,
and most of them were constantly frustrated. Generally, all participants reported that
registration costs are high, the SACSSP has poor communication structures and follow-
up procedures, and that once registration is granted, the body does not assist these
professionals to integrate or monitor their practice. These view are illustrated in the
following comments:

“One challenge is the registration process with the South African council.
Somebody who is a foreigner and who obtained a social work degree in any
South African [institution] gets registered easily, but for someone who received
his/her qualifications outside the country, it’s a very long, lengthy and tedious
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process. It took me close to a year. They will give you assignments and then call
you for an interview. All these stages require money and it’s quite a challenge.”
(Participant 7).

“I know of my colleagues who are were very frustrated by the Council because
it took forever — some a year or even two years. | think it is important to check
on whether that person’s knowledge suits the South African context, but they
[SACSSP] should try to improve on their processes. ” (Participant 2)

South-to-south migrant professionals can especially be affected by professional
registration processes as shown by findings from this study. According to the SACSSP
annexure for registering foreign social workers, the purpose is to assess foreign-qualified
social workers with the view of registering them as social workers to enable them to
practise in South Africa. In as much as this process was deemed to be important in terms
of establishing competences, the process was found to be unnecessarily lengthy and
costly. These frustrations, as a result of temporary deskilling, with the wait for
registration, were also noted in the study on female physicians and nurses by
Wojczewski et al. (2015). In a study by Pullen-Sansfacon, Brown, Graham and Michaud
(2014) the frustrations reported by internationally educated social workers were linked
to labour mobility and immigration policies. Thus, professional career developments and
the provision of crucial services can be jeopardised during these crucial processes.

The interview is to determine a fit for both the applicant and the registering body.
However, as reported, during registration the communication from SACSSP seems
irregular and applicants are not updated on what is going on and the nature of the
interview. Thus, it might come across as if no one cares about what these professional
social workers bring to South Africa and other countries of destination, but the focus and
checks are more on the need for them to fit in. According to Bartley et al. (2012:6),
“transnational social workers come with a range of qualifications and practice
competencies and experiences that may not only contribute to the local professional
context, but indeed expand it as intervention models and skills sets developed overseas
are able to be put into practice in new settings.” Through monitoring the social workers’
practice, cross-learning may occur and this can bring benefits to the local social work
professional body in terms of curriculum improvements and to the communities where
the international social worker practises.

Unfair labour practices

The other challenge described by participants is related to unfair labour practices by
employers. This limits their professional growth and development. Participants indicated
that their desire to work in different fields of practice or in certain entities was hindered
by the conditions of employment or application requirements which tend to exclude
foreign nationals. In addition, participants also indicated that some employers perceive
them as undeserving, desperate and exploitable. The comments below indicate some of
the unfair practices:

“Employment opportunities appear very limited to foreigners because right now
we are ... restricted to work in NGOs. This is because the government opts for
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their locals and most of the job adverts require a South African ID, and so it is
only restricted to locals and those few that have permanent residency. Despite
that, I remember this organisation that | was working for, it wanted to retrench
people, and | was the first target despite the fact that | had worked there longer
more than [all] my [other South African] colleagues. ” (Participant 5)

“I think as a foreigner, despite the fact that you are illegal or not, you are a
social worker or accountant, one is always subjected to discriminatory practice.
If you work in an organisation, there are certain things that don’t apply to you
as a foreigner. For example, you are told that because you are a foreigner, you
don’t qualify for this but other employees at the same organisation are
benefitting. However, because you need help [to earn a living], you stay put.
One example, when it comes to leave days, we only qualify for 15 [leave] days
the whole year. So it’s quite disturbing because all other local employees qualify
for 21 leave days. ” (Participant 3)

These findings show that many sectors which have absorbed these economic migrants
perceive them as underserving, not entitled, and it is clear that these labour migrants
may possibly also lack social protection. According to Neocosmos (2010), local
employees hold the view that foreigners need to understand that they are here as a
courtesy and that priority needs to be given to the citizens of the country first. However,
a recent South African study by Schippers (2015) indicates criteria-based employment of
foreigners but does not prioritise nationality preference. Indeed, both of these aspects, if
not well managed, may still result in non-standardised employment opportunities with
conditions which are tantamount to exploitation of migrant workers. A study by
Rochman (2009) on foreign migrant employees in Europe indicates that they were
exploited, and the employers maximised their profits by heavy deductions and tax. The
findings from this study indicate that some leave and dismissal policies are not being
followed or interpreted accurately as determined by the labour legislation in the country.
Thus, organisations can also be systemic perpetrators of certain injustices, or they can
choose to engage in social action and protect the vulnerable (Okyere-Manu, 2016).

Language as a work barrier

Prior to arrival in South Africa, all participants confirmed that they were fluent in Shona
and/or Ndebele and English. The participants felt that when they started working,
language remained a challenge for them. Although Ndebele and English are two of the
11 official languages in South Africa, it was not guaranteed that those would be the
languages of communication at their work settings. According to the participants, the
language barrier manifested in instances when they are intervening with clients as shown
below:

“There are challenges. To begin with, language [can be a] barrier [as] there
are so many languages here in South Africa, for you [as] a foreigner coming
from Zimbabwe and you know English is not even one of the townships
languages, so you are trying to find a most suitable language or an easy
language that you can learn [for work purposes]. | have learnt Zulu over the
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years and | had to do it from the internet. Then comes a Sotho-speaking client
and then you are stuck. You know Zulu and this person maybe doesn’t know
Zulu and you try to meet half way with the client, then you have to look for an
interpreter and sometimes, it’s not readily available with the organisations like
this, so language is one of the main challenges in working in townships.
(Participant 3)

In the light of the above finding, the valuable role that language plays in intervening
with clients should not be undermined. Gauteng is considered to be a cosmopolitan
province with increasing internal migration from other provinces or parts of South
Africa. Thus, there is a high likelihood of working with clients who speak other South
African languages and not only Zulu, Sotho and English as the official languages of the
province. Though adaptation and acculturation during labour mobility can be language
dependent (Pullen-Sansfacon et al., 2014), learning or having a common language could
still lead to cultural misunderstandings (Beddoe & Fouché, 2014).

In addition, the inability to speak a similar local language with social work colleagues
was also reported and highlighted as a factor through which colleagues consciously
isolated foreign social workers from professional conversations.

“I have seen in terms of language barriers, as | highlighted earlier that I am not
really fluent, I'm still learning ... IsiZulu and Sotho. There are times when
maybe you meet with other social workers, let’s say maybe in meetings
organised by the department or another service provider. The moment you start
expressing yourself in English, there are these [hostile] looks that you get from
[other] people and | find it very demeaning. When you keep on speaking in
English, they keep on speaking vernacular languages even though they know
that you don’t understand it (Participant 9)

The comment above indicates that unreceptive behaviour can be manifested in the form
of a different language being used in the presence of foreign social workers within the
work place or in social work meetings and symposiums. Thus, workplace discussions
and professional conversations which could be developmental in nature may end up
being exclusionary. A social exclusion perspective provides insight into the attitudes of
South African social workers (in-group) versus foreign social workers (out-group).
Because they define local culture as paramount, South African social workers respond
less favourably and they apply existing (conscious and unconscious) prejudices to the
foreign social workers (Roestenburg, 2013). The social work profession strives to
improve individuals’ and families’ quality of life as well as uplift and contribute towards
functional communities and promote social justice. The unfriendly behaviour reported in
the finding is based on the attitude of the co-workers and it further shows that, even
though social workers are trained to fight social injustices, no environment is safe from
hostile behaviour and oppression (Hanna & Lyons, 2014; Wojczewski et al., 2015).
Indeed, knowingly and/or unknowingly, social workers themselves can be perpetrators
of the same injustices they are supposed to be fighting and such perceptions can
explicitly or subtly find their way into policies (Roestenburg, 2013).
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Hostility in practice community

The study participants reported not feeling generally welcomed in the communities
where they render services. The reception was cold from the start, especially if the
community members suspected that the social worker was not from South Africa.
Hostility was evident in the participants’ shared work experiences and further elements
of unfriendliness could also be inferred from their narratives. Findings from this study
indicate that the Zimbabwean social workers were viewed with suspicion and hostility,
even though they were in the community to offer legitimate work in form of much
needed professional social services. The majority of the study participants reported that
they were subjected to negative perceptions and lack of trust from numerous individual,
group or family clientele, as illustrated in the following comments:

“Sometimes when you introduce yourself, as a foreign social worker, some of
these local people have their own perceptions about foreign nationals. | will
give you an example. When you approach a client and say, “May I have a copy
of your ID [identity document]” because we want to do the court [statutory]
paper work ... they usually think this is a scam or some sort of fraud. | have
faced such, and [then] | had to explain that the ID is being taken for official use
only. ” (Participant 1)

“I think if | was a local social worker, | will be able to relate with my clients
much easier, because they can trust me, it’s someone that they can identify with.
Remember, the helping relationship is built on the level of trust that the client
has on you. So despite the level of competence, I think place [i.e. social worker’s
country] of origin may impact on the level of trust that is developed between the
social worker and the client. ” (Participant 4)

“Yes, overtime, the attitudes of local nationals have made life difficult for me as
a social worker when | am conducting my home visits, because you know Soweto
[township] is a very big area, and | didn 't study here, didn’t grown up [here], SO
I don’t know the place very well and in many times when I ask for directions in
English, or broken Zulu, | have not been assisted. ” (Participant 6)

The quotations indicate that the hostile behaviour can be found in the public sphere.
These sentiments support Neocosmos’s (2010) argument that the general South African
public largely holds negative attitudes and perceptions of foreigners, irrespective of how
they came into the country and the positive economic and/or social contributions they
might be making. Public action against foreigners is usually linked with perceptions that
foreigners are a threat to socio-economic security, that they commit crime and take jobs
(Ngomane, 2010). The fact that unemployment is high in South Africa might also impact
on skilled foreigners’ work experience (Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; Mamabolo, 2015; Di
Paola, 2012). The findings in this study support those of a previous study in New
Zealand by Bartley et al. (2011), which shows that workplace discrimination, exclusion
and the economic exploitation of immigrants is a worldwide phenomenon that is not
peculiar to South Africa. The violation of rights of skilled professionals outside their
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countries of origin is a negative phenomenon worldwide despite the contributions that
they might be making to the economy of the country of resettlement.

Similar findings related to hostility are reported in a Canadian study on overseas-
educated social workers and it affected subsequent professional recognition (Pullen-
Sansfacon et al.,, 2014). From a system’s perspective, since professional adaptation
intersects with personal, social and cultural identity in a person’s life, in communities
where social workers encounter positive welcoming attitudes, acculturation has been
found to be much easier and they have enjoyed the international work experience. This
was evident in the study by Beddoe and Fouché (2014).

Concern for safety

It is evident from the data collected that the interviewed social workers live in constant
fear and they are scared of being victims of xenophobic attacks. With regards to this
finding, most participants pointed to the xenophobic attacks which happen sporadically
in South Africa. They highlighted that they rarely felt safe working in the township,
especially considering the fact that that is where the attacks usually begin. The study
participants highlighted that somehow this fear sometimes compromises the quality of
services that they render to their clients as they will be preoccupied with their own
personal safety.

“The hostile attitudes of locals make us feel unsafe in these communities where
we supposed to render our services to because of fear of being attacked. As a
foreign national, you just want to conduct the session during your home visit
faster, so that you can leave because you don’t know what’s going t0 happen to
you.” (Participant 5)

“In as much as I love my job, I however fear for my life working especially in
townships. If it wasn'’t for the issue of bread and butter, and putting food on the
table for our families, and having another option, | would definitely not want to
work in townships. ”(Participant 2)

The fear that comes with being a foreigner and working in townships seems to
compromise the interventions of the social workers. The participants feel obliged to
offer their services because they are passionate about social work and they also want to
earn a living, but are scared and fearful when offering these services and therefore they
do not give their all. Deter (2009), Roestenburg (2013) and Mamabolo (2015) point out
that with the emerging new-nation discourses, the foreign/international social workers
find themselves at a site where identity, racism and other oppressive practices and
violent practice are reproduced. The construction of the South African national identity
was based on a fragile sense of superiority in relation to that of other African countries,
hence deserving of protection (Jearney-Graham & Bohmke, 2013; Schippers, 2015).
Thus, it is not hard to see and understand why there is fear even in the case of social
workers who are genuinely providing care and social services.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

According to Naidoo and Kasiram (2003), South Africa is in the midst of a serious
social worker shortage. The social problems in South Africa are structural in nature and
they impact on individuals and families; this has subsequently translated into a high
demand for social service professionals. In the light of this, the migration systems
approach emphasises the links between both sending and receiving countries which are
characterised by a transactional history of collaboration and support as well as
acknowledgement that skills shortages are not a challenge that can be resolved quickly.
The migration approach is informed by loss of skills from South Africa, the changing
nature of the South African social service and welfare field, the nature of international
and neighbouring labour markets, and worldwide competition for skilled labour.

Migrants worldwide face several challenges in the country of resettlement and these
challenges are therefore not peculiar to South Africa. Indeed, according to Beddoe and
Fouché (2014: i200), resettling and finding employment in a new country is only an
example of the many challenges international social workers face. This study was able to
illustrate that learning a language and the social norms of the community of practice are
essential, and that it is also vital to be aware that the general acculturation process, and
that adjusting to the professional and workplace culture in a new country requires
preparedness as well.

Castles and Miller (2003) further regard family, support structures, the community and
the environment — for example, the language and cultural systems in the receiving
country — as important factors determining the work place experiences and adjustment
mechanisms of migrants. Structures and systems can also fulfil mediation roles between
migrants and political, social and economic conditions. For example, as recommended in
the Bartley et al. (2012:9) study, the South African social work professional body can
streamline the registration process for international social work applicants already
registered in their countries by merely accepting and transferring registration from
countries of origin, after investigation whether there has been misconduct. In addition,
the different professional bodies can have agreements based on mutual recognition, thus
alleviating frustration of registration. Furthermore, there is a need for professional
induction. However, further research is needed on what ought to be included in the
induction programme and how it should be delivered.

Implicit or explicit workplace tensions between migrants and host social workers, and in
communities of practice between clients and social workers, can have negative
consequences on professional confidence and challenges in negotiating new
professional, social and cultural contexts. Discrimination and other unfriendly
behaviours make the struggle for integration, creating a positive social and professional
environment, even more difficult than it already is for transnational migrants
(Wojczewski et al., 2015:14). An anti-discrimination consensus in the social work
organisations employing international social workers in South Africa is evidently
missing. This is a matter of great concern, as social work is a human rights profession
that sets out to fight social injustices. A good practice from the United Nations
Population Fund, reported on in the study by Wojczewski et al. (2012), is also applicable
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to this study. That is, there is a need to promote better knowledge, perceptions and
representation of migrant communities in order to foster more consistent integration of
migrants into civil society, and an improvement of integration through sensitisation and
training.

In as much as social workers are trained to be conscious of cultures, it is crucial to
recognise that there are multiple understandings of social work and that it is not really a
universal profession with universal values (Beddoe & Fouché, 2014). This study has
shown that interpretation happens through different lenses, which may manifest in a
range of challenges that confront transnational social workers (Bartley et al., 2012;
Pullen-Sansfacon et al., 2012b).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the authors echo the sentiments of Bartley et al. (2012:2), who reiterate
that transnationalisation of professional social workers will continue to challenge
governments and social service employers, and that there ought to be improvements in
ways of indicating greater understanding and engagement with transnational social work
as a complex transnational professional space. It is crucial to listen to these narratives of
everyday professional discrimination to understand the magnitude of hostility and to
raise awareness of unfair treatment. Policy strategies are necessary with regards to
integration of skilled migrants into the labour market and generally working towards
anti-discriminatory practices. In addition, relevant stakeholders should co-develop and
reconceptualise transitional professional spaces to offer opportunities and growth and
development, and not only generate challenges.
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