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History of Social Work and Social 
Welfare in Sri Lanka 

• By the independence from the British Throne 
in 1948, Sri Lanka had already committed to a 
welfare system by having a well established 
system of free education, free health and a 
wide variety of consumer subsidies. 

• Improving social welfare and attaining equity 
were major goals of the fiscal policy of the 
country 

 



Contd. 

• From the introduction of the liberalized economic 
policies in 1977, all successive governments were 
focusing on a development strategy to assist 
economic growth and welfare system in a sustainable 
manner 

• A high emphasis was on infrastructure development 
and revitalizing private sector economic activities 

• Shift from consumption and welfare oriented 
programs towards production and employment 
oriented investment activities 

 



Social Work Education 

• In 1952 , the need for the training and education in 
social work was identified as a priority following the 
UN initiations for the promotion of social work in the 
world 

• The institute of social work was started in 1952, as 
the first formal attempt to establish a tradition of 
social work in the country 

• The main focus of the universities was to develop 
courses in natural sciences and social sciences. There 
has been no attempt to introduce SW into university 
education until late 1960s 



Social Work in the Context of the 
University of Colombo 

• The Department of Sociology of the University of Colombo 
which was started in 1959 perhaps is the first Higher 
educational institution to consider SW to be included in the 
university academic programmes 

• This effort was led by an Australian trained Sri Lankan 
academic who had the vision to include social policy and 
social work as major subject area within Sociology 

• The department was named  as “The Department of Sociology 
and Social Welfare” taking into consideration the trend in 
social work at the time. 

• Increased interest in Anthropology divert the dept’s focus in 
the later years although many related subject areas remain 
within the curricula 
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• In 1999, at the 30th anniversary celebrations of 
the dept.of sociology, the question of 
abandoning sw and policy related research 
and education was brought up by Prof. Laksiri 
Jayasuriya, pioneer in sociology at Colombo 

• A set of new ideas were discussed 

• However was not carried forward  

 



Tsunami and its impact on social policy 
and social welfare 

• Devastation caused by 2004 Indian Tsunami in Sri 
Lanka was unprecedented 

• The country was not ready to face a loss of the scale 

• All those organizations, known in the country or 
entirely new, offered help were welcomed without 
restrictions 

• Many such organizations provided material support 
and a few social and psychological support; many 
appeared and disappeared suddenly 

• Only a very few projects had a lasting impact 



Ljubljana – Colombo Collaboration 

• Arrival of a team from university of Ljubljana (2005) 
• Material support 
• Establishing an informal link with the Department of 

Sociology 
• Second visit of academics and post graduate 

students in 2006 
• Beginning of a  collaborative research project in 

Kudawella and Mawella in Matara as a need 
assessment 

• Small scale interventions 
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• The research and interventions aroused the interest 

of Colombo academics in Sociology to seek the 
possibilities of beginning social work education 

• In this search it was realized that prevailing  notion of 
social work in the broader society was very narrow 
and was not supportive for the development of SW 
education 

• Few academics who were interested in developing 
SW education were interested in adopting a 
framework which is broad and deep enough to 
develop a professional science opening new horizons 
for the students and for the country 



Beginning of SW education in Colombo 

• Sigining of a MoU between the 2 universities and 
planning of an exchange programme  

• 12 Colombo students visited Ljubljana on a study 
tour participating in an extensive sw course, visiting 
many institutions and support systems 

• With the existing resources it was not possible to 
begin a dept of SW adhering to the standards of the 
university, instead, a stream of SW was established 
within the special degree in SW with  very senior 
academics from Ljubljana volunteering to teach 



Social work practice 

• Two major goals 

• To impart the vast theoretical and practical 
knowledge developed in many parts of the 
world in SW 

• To learn from local experiences and initiate 
small scale support in the form of practice 
combining the theoretical knowledge gained 
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• The programme has 4 major goals 
• a clear educational goal ( with a high emphasis on 

developing knowledge and skills of the students) 
• supporting individuals and communities with the 

available resources, and facilitating in mobilizing 
material, financial and human resources for 
empowerment, identifying our own resources 
(cultural, social, economic) 

• Mobilizing external resources 
• Facilitate mutual learning 

 



No. of Students 
 

• Already the first batch has completed their 
studies.  Three more batches have enrolled. 

• The student interest in the programme is 
continuing to grow 

• 2006/07- 10 

• 2008- 09 

• 2009-17 

• 2010-16 



Student’s Perspective on the existing 
Stream of Social Work 

The students were asked questions about their 
perceptions on SW according to what they 
have so far learned. 

They claimed that, the dilemma they have faced 
in engaging in SW practice in a society where 
professional SW is not understood is that  

How we see (is different from) 

How society sees 

 

 



How society sees 
 

- Just as a social service 

- Expecting material support 

- Social worker as one who should provide all 

- Expecting a quick change, change should be 
done by the social worker him/herself 

- Social workers are just helpers  and not 
professionals who could contribute at 
planning and policy level 

 

 



Students’ Perception on the SW 
Programme 

Positive Negative 

Conducted by qualified lecturers from 
faculty of social work, Ljubljana  

Lack of qualified lecturers to follow up 

The experience of field work in different 
areas 

Restrictions of choosing fields due to lack 
of facilities, networking, institutional 
commitment 

Doing more than researching Lack of institutional support 

The combination of theory and practice Lack of opportunity to continue the 
higher education in social work 
 

Attitude change  
 



Students’ Perspective on What Sri 
Lankan SW Should Be 

• Need to develop Individual perspective 
-  Consider it as an art of doing, while keeping its scientific 

basis 
- Empowerment as the major focus - strengthening 

individuals, groups, community 
- Focused more on strengthening relationships 
- Working for a change together with people 
- Address the issue of power imbalance between the 

social worker and the service user 
- Development of social work as a recognized profession 

in the country 
 

  



Change of Attitude among the 
Students 

• After the course we could feel a big change within us 
and in the way we saw the others  

• Understood that doing is more difficult than saying 

• We started  being cautious in generalizing the 
peoples and societies 

• Realized the importance of experiences of the 
individual and their expertise on their own situation 

• Need to take a bottom up approach while getting 

support from the professional knowledge  

 

 



• Positive thinking 

• Importance of dialogue  

• Assertive way of talking 

• Skill development (listening, empathy, talking, 
responding) 

• Changes of perceiving a situation(ex: we 
earlier thought transgender people act 
deliberately, but now we think now it is a 
biological change and that is how they are) 

 



Achievements 

• Four batches of SW students have enrolled 
• Two are completing their PhDs at the University of Ljubljana 
• Already 9 academics from Ljubljana have come to teach in SL, 

a few of them have taught every batch of students showing a 
very high commitment 

• Dedication and willingness of students 
• Interuniversity corporation – Academic exchange 
• The Vice- Chancellor visiting Ljubljana invited by the Rector 

(Increased institutional Commitment) 
• The programme showed that many impediments once 

resolved could be strengths 
 
 
 



Impediments 

• Systemic problems that prevent developing a fully 
pledged SW programme 

• Lack of institutional understanding of the 
discipline -misconceptions 

• Different priorities of senior academics – 
Reluctance to develop the programme 

• Lack of opportunities for postgraduate training 
• Financial constraints due to low institutional and 

administrative commitment 
• Issues of sustainability 

 



Prospects 

• The need for social work is continuing to increase in the 
country,  thus increasing the demand for well trained social 
workers 

• This increased demand  for social work is particularly related 
to the social changes that are taking place during the last two 
decades due to economic and non economic factors affecting 
the social life… economic liberalization and its social and 
cultural consequences, youth unemployment and youth 
unrest, war and conflict, Tsunami and other increasing natural 
disasters etc. 
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• This demand has been replaced by many individuals 

and groups, who could be genuinely interested  or 
not,  who claim to have authority in the field under 
various labels 

• These include voluntary organizations, NGOs, and 
government officials who are compelled to use their 
bureaucratic power in problematic situations eg. 
counsellors, hospital staff, social service officers, 
military, police, teachers, village level leaders  who 
may not have formal training in social work 

• In order to fill the gap, many universities have 
become interested in introducing social work into 
their curricular 



Areas where social work is needed in 
the present social contexts 

• Children, orphans, street children 
• War affected communities, IDPs, disabled soldiers, war widows 
• Victims of natural disasters 
• Victims of poverty 
• Prisoners, juvenile delinquents 
• Mental health problems 
• Elderly 
• Drug addiction, alcoholism 
• Increasing suicide rates 
• Youth unemployment 
• Peace and reconciliation 
• Environmental issues 
• Gender inequalities and harassments 

 
 


